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For Stephen King-

Y ou wrote some kind words to me early in my career, and
they meant alot to me. Herésanove for you-asmal
token of thanks.

With additiona thanksto those who lived through this. Raul Silva,

first and foremost, and Don D'Auria, my editor. Additionally, thank you

to MJ. Rose, Matt Schwartz, Angelaand Richard Hoy, Tommy Dreiling, and
Brian Freeman. No novel of mine would've been out in bookstoresin the
past fiveyearsif not for Leisure Books, its sdlesforce, and its

innovation within the horror genre. 1t has been a greet five years, thus

far. Hope there are more. Thanksto the booksdllers at Mysterious

Gaaxy, The Book Room on Grove, The Learned Owl, Dark Delicacies, Stars
Our Dedtination, Adventuresin Crime & Space, Dreamhaven, Joseph Beth
Booksdllers, The Other Change of Hobbit, Greene's Books & Beans,
Vroman's, and Borderlands Books-among many other independent
bookstores-that have done so much to put my novelsin the hands of

readers. Thanks, also, to Montilee Stormer, who was picked to make a
guest gppearancein nameonly inthisnovel. And as aways, thanksto my
readers-| get up every morning and think about how | can tell astory

that will keep you wanting to turn the page. | hope The Hour Before Dark
isup to thetask.

Theinspiration for thisnovel came from severd things, including my
absolute love for idands, particularly the ones dong the New England
coadtline, and those roots of minethat grew in New England soil. The


www.dorchesterpub.com.

idand and charactersin thisnovel are entirely fictiond.

SPECIAL NOTE FOR READERS: Just for those who pick up and read The Hour
Before Dark, there's a special FREE e-book waiting for you. Just send an
e-mall to DarkGame@DouglasClegg.com to get it.
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"Here comes a candleto light you to bed, And here comes a chopper to
chop off your head.” -traditiona nursery rhyme

"Thereare only two waysto live your life.

Oneisthat nothing isamiracle. The other isasthough everythingisa
miracle" -Albert Eingein
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A nightmare: "Do you want to play the Dark Game?!

"No."

"What are you afraid of 7' she asks on the other side of the door.

"You," | tell her.

Therulesfor the Dark Game aressmple:

First, you need to close your eyes. Do not open them. If necessary, you
can use ablindfold. Infact, because kids usualy can't keep their eyes
closed, blindfolds are recommended.
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Second, you need to stay very ill for along time and block out all
noise, except for the voice of the chosen master of the Dark Game. Y ou
must also block out dl smell and al touch, except for the others whose
hands you're holding. Y ou haveto join hands and form acircle. But
block out everything you can.

Except the voice of the master of the Dark Game.

Third, someone hasto bein control of wherethe Dark Game goes. To
recite thelitany that beginsit. To direct your mind into the game.

And lastly, you must never play the Dark Game onceit's dark outside.

At night, it becomestoo redl. Y ou lose control of it. Y ou can't stop it
after dark.

Y ou must start the game in the hour before dark, sometimes called the
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Magic Hour.

Y ou must stop playing when night falls. Because that's when it changes.
Sometimes, you can't get out of the Dark Game once the dark comes.
The stakes heighten after dark.

It becomesredl then.

It takes you over.

A nightmare:

On the other side of the door, her voice again: "Don't be afraid,” she
says. "Don't beafrad.”

The door swingswide, and from outside, in what seemsan
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eternd twilight, she enterswith arms outstretched, wanting me. Wanting
me. "l am here," shesays. "'l won't play the Dark Game," | tell her.
"Toolate," she says. "You can't stop playing it.”

|'ve cometo bdieve that absolute evil has a human face. And absolute
innocence isthe brother of evil. | was once innocent, but then | began

playing that game.
When | wasnine, | went wandering on achilly early evening.
My father owned avast property called Hawthorn, which included ahouse,

some woods, and a smokehouse, aswell as a stream and aduck pond. It
seemed like an endless world to me then.

A man found me in the woods-a man whose face | have somehow erased from
my memory as part of afeverish week that vanished for me asachild.

Hetold methat | had blood on my face. He washed it off in anice-cold
stream, splashing it dl over my forehead and hands. | fdlt asif I'd
been hitten up by mosguitoes even in the middle of winter.

He walked me through the night-smitten woods until we gpproached the
back of my home.

It was amoment out of timethat | could not place within my other
memories-why | had wandered, or why | had what
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might've been blood on my face, or even the face of the man who had



washed blood from me.
That was childhood; it ended; | closed itsdoor; | grew up and moved away.

Many yearslater, when hewasin hisfiftiesand | wasin my late
twenties, my father wandered at twilight, and opened the door to amystery.
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"Oranges and lemons Say the bells of St. Clemens..." -traditiona
11

It attacked with the ferocity of awild animd.

At the point my father, Gordie Raglan, entered the smokehouse, hislife
was nearly over.

Evenif you'd told him that, it probably wouldn't have stopped him.

Knowing my father, he probably had been thinking about the Boston
Cdticsand if they were going to kick any assthat winter. Or whether

he was going to have shepherd's pie without peas for supper when he got
back. Or how he was going to repair the half-rotted roof of the cabin

down by the duck pond when he knew he should just let the cabin fal apart.
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Hewas aguy who wasfairly trangparent in histhinking and, though
smart, was asmple man. He liked hisworld to be orderly.

He awayslooked to me-in photographs and my childhood memories-likea
solid structure. A man created for purpose, duty, and care. Even at his
worst (he had histerrible days, asall fatherswill), he seemed amoral
compass within aworld spun out of control.

He liked the people around him to be somewhat predictable, whichisno
doubt why he stayed on Burnley Idand mogt of hislife. Hismain loves
were, in fact, the Boston Cdltics, what was for supper, home repairs,
and his daughter's two dogs, which, by right of whose housethey lived
in, were hisaswell. They were rescued greyhounds named for Welsh
legend (Mab and Madoc) and might've met terrible fatesif he and my
sister, Brooke, hadn't gone over to the racetrack in Rhode Idand afew
years previous to grab two pups that weren't quite right for racing.

Perhaps dl he thought about was what was bringing him out in the storm
inthefirgt place. There were, & the time, athousand guessesfor



this, but none of them got near the mark.

He hadn't called the dogs. Thiswas unusua for him. He might go out to
see who wasin the driveway or what a certain noise had been, but he
nearly aways called the greyhounds out when he did that.

Not that he went out often at twilight or most evenings. Not that Mab
and Madoc would've gone with him-those dogs dreaded foul westher as much
asthey did thelocal veterinarian's office.

But ill, hewould've caled them. If he had, Brooke
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would've known he was leaving. She was a the other end of the
house-down the boxcar hallwaysthat led like a puzzle from oneroomto
another without end, built that way by some ancient Raglan with a
bizarre sense that every room should open on another room. Brooke was
down in what was called the second greet room, with the dogs at her

feet. Reading amystery nove, hdfway faling adeep, having been up
mogt of the previous night.

That afternoon, Gordie Raglan had drunk half amug of hot cocoa before
he left the house. He had afondnessin November for comfort
foods-chicken soup, warm cocoa, and shepherd's pie. Cocoawas his
favorite. Heloved it more laced with abit of bourbon, but this

particular night there was nary adrop in the house,

He no doubt had chewed gum as he headed for the front door-Wrigley's
Spearmint or Big Red, ether one could be hisfavorite of the day. He
wore hisfunny red cap-a red wool skullcap that once belonged to one of
his sons, but to which he had become attached over the past severa
years. He drew on ared parkathat he'd received as a present the
previous Christmas. There were boots by the door, but he chose to wear
his scuffed, ten-year-worn Oxfords. It was his storm outfit. No

umbrella. Dad didn't bdieve in umbrelas.

The cap made him look youthful or silly, depending upon who was asked
about it. His peppered gray hair no doubt stuck out of the skullcap. My
father was generaly late with haircuts once November had begun, unless

his daughter had been after him about it.

Herarely |eft the house after three or four p.m. anymore,
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unless something needed immediate attention around the grounds of hishome.

But something got him outside, during the sorm.

Barely light out anymore, the fury of the ssorm brought an early vell of



darknesswithit.

Something made him put down the mug, dip on his shoes, leaving them
untied as he went out the front door of hishome. He had aflashlight
with him. Around the house, he dways kept aflashlight by hissde, as
much as he kept his spot heater in whichever room he chose to occupy.

Only aman as stubborn as Gordie Raglan wouldve traipsed out in the
worst storm of November to do some mysterious errand in what amounted to
arundown stone shelter that had been locked up for years.

It had been atempest out at sea, but on theidand it was arough kind

of magic-aNor'easter blowing down across the bogs and ponds and the
dips and beaches, through the woods with their sheltering pines, with

al the beauty that aterrific sorm brings-the overly dramatic light of
creation itsalf swirling through that idand.

(I had loved the winter sormswhen | was aboy. | had gone out into
them sometimes and held my arms out-imagine aboy of ten doing that-as
if it were my own power that brought the wind and rain.)

But this particular night the rain was incessant.

Maddening.
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The lightning, acongtant flashbulb in the eyes. Thunder roared overhead
like drunken Nordic gods.

He must've been swearing under his breath, given hislimp and what he
had aways caled the "old pain,” doubly frustrated, for at one point
his left shoe went into the mud, deep.

Heleft it there, afew feet from the entrance to the smokehouse.

The smokehouse itsdf was hardly much of ashdter. It wasasmall
one-room stone house that had at one time been the place where meat was
hung to smoke and dry. It had been kept locked for years.

He had the key with him.

Hewould not have been considered tall by any stretch of the

imagination, but there was something in his broad shoulders and barre
chest that indicated alarge, imposing figure.

Upon entering the smdl room, he smelled old smoky odor and the pungent
gink of earth inthe air. Behind him, the door did shut-cresking with

the wind that howled outsde.

He spun around, annoyed.



Therain had been coming down in sheetsfor nearly an hour. He directed
the flashlight's beam to the smdll, thick square of glassthat wasthe

only window. The sky darkened with clouds and a somber grayness. The
door banged back and forth briefly, then shut again. Branches scraped
the low rooftop.

He glanced back into the darkness, perhaps.

16

Then up-the celling, highest at about six feet, was arched.

He looked back at the door and its window.

The square of light through its glass.

Twilight outsde. Rain began hitting the window.

He shot the flashlight beam around the celling. He glanced down aong
the rough stonewalls.

He might have heard what would be a clash of metd, like aknife being
sharpened on stone.

He heard sound-perhaps someone behind him?
Thefirgt dice came down on his shoulder.
He dropped the flashlight.

The next dice caught him on the back of the leg. Something stung the
place between his shoulder blades. A cold blade thrust into his back.

After an hour, theflashlight's beam grew feeble.
Hewas not yet dead.

The door to the small stone structure swung back and forth, and then
closed again.

It grew dark outside, from descending night and the storm. Branches of
the old hawthorn tree scraped the roof asthe rain battered down.
Lightning flashed across the gently doping hillsand rocky pastures,
followed by arolling boom of thunder.

The storm, the end of a powerful Nor'easter that had begun off the coast
farther south and had ridden up into New England on the jet stream,
howled and screamed and groaned through the night.

Thelightswent out at the farmhouse that stood lessthan amile away as



therain turned gradudly to deet and then snow with thefalling
temperature.
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Thefirst snow of the year swept through on the hedls of the storm. It
frosted the fields and woods.

There was something about the New England woods, and in particular, this
idand off the Atlantic coast, off Massachusetts, that created avery
redl isolation within the beauty of awinter sorm.

Thefirst snow, adusting across the pines and oaks, with the last
gaksof the bading pasture thrust up through the glittering whiteness.

A pastord moment: the farmhouse in the distance, the stone smokehouse,
the swirls of fine snow, the smell of woodfirein thear from chimneys
near and far, and the night, asit descended.

Thisisthegory of my family.

Cal me Nemo, for that was the name my sister saddled me with when | was
akid. It stuck. Other things stuck from childhood, aswell-including
the Brain Fart.

The Brain Fart was aweek in the memories of my brother, sister, and me
that had just disappeared without warning. Weimagined it, after a

while, as an enormous gassy cloud that had shot out of our ears and
floated like mist somewhere above the idand before drifting off to sea.

By thetime I'd turned twenty-eight, that Brain Fart seemed to hover in

the air again. None of us knew what had caused the Brain Fart. It had
seemed spontaneous, athough a certain amount of fever had accompanied
it. We had lost aweek, which, for children like us, seemed like an

entire season.
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| suspected even then that the week of the Brain Fart was important, and
intheend, | guessit was.

But the beginning was my father, and how he had waked into the
smokehouse and set in motion a mystery that drew me back to theidand
inthefirg place.

And how my sster, Brooke, had found him.
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CHAPTER TWO

"What we do in life that determines who we are, we do adong,"



my father told me when | was much younger and had done something that
was no doubt terrible. | can't recall what it was 1'd done, but his
words had been engraved in my brain since then.

He dso was agreat proponent of the phrase "Even one person can make a
differencein the world. Even the smdlest among us."

Hewas one of those fathers who had those kinds of chats with his children.

The current smokehouse was built sometime before 1850. It consisted of
oneroom with afarly low roof-five fegt high
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for most of it, and just under Six feet at its center-that had once been

used for smoking fish and mest for my great-great-greats. There had been
another smokehouse on the same spot before 1835, but the story was that
it had burned down, for it was made of wood. The stoneswere local,
quarried at what was, for most of the twentieth century, arocky area

and apit full of water, out among the pinesjust two milesto the north

of the property. The newer stone smokehouse had remained intact for more
than 150 years. In hislifetime, my father only once had to replace the
roof, long before | was born, after ahurricane had hit theidand. It

had adirt floor when we'd been children. At some point, my father had

set down oak planks, then put another set of pine planks over theseasa
kind of floor. He'd used pegs and nails to connect the boards, but it

had been avery rough, uncouth floor that had warped abit over the years.

It was dways cold in the smokehouse, no matter what the season.

When | was very little, my shlingsand | used the smokehouse as
something of ahideaway to play gamesin; then, when it became the place
of dl punishment for us (pankings,
|essons-to-be-learned-from-our-misdeeds, and the Time Out room), the
placelogt its enchantment. | mainly remembered it for being nasty and
chilly, and for making mefed asif | were going to be trapped insde

it forever and no one would ever come get me.

Y ears later, my father put adeadbolt on it because he said that he

found two summer people making out init (I suspect now that they were
doing more than making out). The smokehouse became mainly just another
object of quaintness on our
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properly, of equal interest as the duck pond and the old pump out back.

A reconstruction of the crime scene:

The door battering, the flashlight on the wood dat floor, the way his



body was positioned when held be found, and the approximate time of the
electricity going out a the house.

His shoe, in the thick mud.
His hands, severed at thewrists.

The blood, which had made the first policeman on the scene think that
the floor and walls had been painted a messy red.

Joe Grogan, the local police chief of the very smal police force onthe
idand, knew better.

The smokehouse door was locked, aways. There were no windows but the
onein the door, and that wastoo smdll for anyoneto fit through. It
had not been broken or removed.

My father had let himsdlf into the smokehouse.
He had unlocked the door.
Hemay have even let the murderer in aswell.

No onediveredly knew what had happened in the smokehouse that night.
All anyone knew, it turned out, was that something must have drawn him
there.

Here, the theories seemed to scatter to the winds: He knew whom he was
going to meet, or he guided them there, or they
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jumped him, or ... well, it was pretty wild, the variety of theories. It
might've been astranger, or agroup of thugs. Getting on and off the
idand would have been difficult.

And the modus operandi of the killing? To imagine that one human being
could inflict this on another seemed beyond the reach of al sanity. It

had been a curved blade of some sort (none was found). Whoever had done
this-in midNovember, when there was only oneferry aday out to the
idand-had somehow e uded authorities and gone off-idand without anyone
seeing them. How could that have happened?

But the basics were that my father had left the house abit earlier,
with aparkaon and aflashlight in his hand.

Brooke had been reading in her bedroom, she told the police, and was
rarely aware of her father's comings and goings at night. The house was
large. Thefloor plan, which twisted like a snake aong the grounds,
alowed for various ways of leaving and entering. One room opened on the
other. There were no hallways-just one boxy room after another, upstairs



and down.

With the doors between the rooms closed, asthey were, it was hard to
hear one sound from the other end of the house. Even the dogs didn't
hear beyond one or two rooms, at best.

Brooke had once gone aweek without ever seeing her father, so
completely independent was her life within the house where sheld been
raised.

| got the detailslater, but by then it had already been called the

worst murder in the history of eastern Massachusetts. I'm fairly sure
that wasn't entirely true. There were other terrible murders-al the

time, | suppose-but they'd been forgotten in the fickle memory of those
who did the recording
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of recent history. The Brain Farts of the media.

Surdly, there were murders daily on the mainland, in the crackhouses and
dens of vicethat existed there, but those deaths were seen as somehow
lessinteresting than my father's-awar hero, a survivor of torture and
deprivation, afamily man who raised three children nearly by himsdif,

cut down at the last by some psycho with a sharp blade on aresort
idand after the resorts had all closed for the winter. It was news, as

they say. It would keep some young reportersin line for apromotion if
they made enough of the murder.

Sure, Burnley was no Marthas Vineyard, no Nantucket- we had no
celebrities to spesk of, and the rich didn't flock to theidand as much
asthewannaberich did. But it il

sounded cool, no doubt, to turn in a story to anewspaper editor that
had in it the words:. resort, idand, murder, and war hero.

It certainly was the worst murder that Burnley Idand had ever known,
and the worst to ever take place near Hawthorn, the house where | had
grown up.

"lifeisfull of casudties" my father told mewhen | asked him why

Granny had to die when | was young. He was one of those wonderful
fathers who brought lifé'slessons out of any situation. "Welook away

until we have no choice. Then we examine them, remember them, and look
away again, asif we're not meant to think too much about them, but to
live. Just live and forget.”

Brooke found my father dead in the smokehouse, but apparently could not
look away.

He had been dead since seven or eight the previous night.
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The storm's howling had kept her up most of the night.

She had argued with Dad the day before. She had avoided him, which was
fairly easy to do at Hawthorn. She was very sad about something, but
told me that none of it mattered once Dad died.

Shesad later: "I had theworst night of my life. Let'sleaveit a

that. | had abig fire going in the back bedroom, and even with that,

the place was freezing. | could not get it warm enough. | went to take a
hot bath, but that didn't work. | just wanted to go to deep. |

couldn't. Hadn't eaten. It was the barometric pressure. It always does
that to me when winter comes on. It plummets and my mood just goes. |
fed likel want to bury mysdlf diveor just liein bed or wak through

the rooms, back and forth al night, until the headache goes away. The
dogs even stay away from me. They senseit. All | could think about was
what was wrong with the world."

Brooke had dept late-'til two.

She hadn't even thought about where our father had gone. It was not
unusud for him to be ingpecting parts of the property or running his
errands in town in the afternoon. She had made some eggs, toast, and
coffee, but would not eat them because she said she had an upset ssomach
from the night before. Sheleft aplate of eggs and toast out on the

kitchen table, thinking that her father might be back at any moment from
his errands and would want a snack.

She thought it unusua that he had not aready made a pot of coffee
ealier intheday.
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Even s0, he might've gone to have coffee a Croder-Sharp-Callahan, where
he could talk women and weather with Percy Shaw and Reg Miller, both of
whom spent their lives at that lunch counter having what Brooke called

their Old Salt conversations. She had warned her father severd times

that if he hung out with them, he would grow old before histime and

then no woman would have him.

Brooke took the dogs out for awalk down to the woods.

She guided them back up to the dirt road that ran from the back of the
property up to the main road. She saw Paulette Doone and her husband,
Ike, in their truck on the way to get groceriesin the village. Paulette

had mentioned that the lights were out in haf the idand because of the
storm. "Won't be back on 'til sx. Maybe eight,” Paulette said.

"Maybeten,” Ikesaid.



Brooke had mentioned that her lights came back up sometime after midnight.

The Dooneslived in the Cape Cod house set back from the road. Paulette
asked if the Captain (although my father had been anything but a

captain, he was known asthe Captain or Cap by the villagers since hed
been aboy) needed hisfavorite kind of candy from the store, or a
prescription from Hempstead Apothecary (because she knew he'd had a bad
cold al week). Brooke had asked if they could pick up some Halls
Mentho-lyptus and maybe some kind of over-the-counter inhaer, something
to help his sinuses. Brooke mentioned the barometric pressure and was
generaly furiousthat the cabin by the pond had flooded. Paulette

mentioned Jesus and God and being saved, which is something that she
never seemed to tire of bringing up, no matter how rude Brooke got in
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return. Paulette felt that Brooke was agitated (as she informed the

police chief when asked). Paulette even called her "hested” |ater to her
husband, but ke privately thought that Brooke had seemed rediant, asif
shewerein love, with arosy complexion and bright eyes. Paulette had
interpreted this as something bad, because she felt that Brooke was a
dangerous woman to the married women on the idand-and Paul ette elbowed
her husband whenever he glanced at their attractive neighbor for too long.

Brooke told Paulette that she thought her father might bein the
village, a the lunch counter talking storms and boats and the upcoming
winter fedtivitiesin the village.

"] wouldn't mind amovie," Brooke added.

Paulette had glanced at 1ke, and then nodded. " Sure, we can go by the
video store. Any particular one?"

Brooke had asked for one with Matt Damon or the Harry Potter movieif it
wasin. Paulette had blanched a the mention of "that movie that
promoteswitches' but felt that there might be an old-fashioned movie

like The Ten Commandments or BenHur that Brooke might enjoy more.

"If we see the Captain, well drag him home," Paulette had told her.

"If you see him, tell him we're having chili tonight,”" Brooke had said.
"Horme's. And corn bread if | can find any corn flour. Can you pick me
up someintown? | might be out. Chili's dways better with corn bread.
Or spoon bread. Something with corn. He wants shepherd's pie, but |
won't make it three nightsin arow. He can cook his own supper if he
wantswhat he wants.”

"Ikeislikethat, too," Paulette said. Her burly and
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often sullen husband gave agrunt a that. Paulette mentioned to Joe
Grogan later on that Brooke had seemed preoccupied, asif speaking to
them had been adisturbance for her.

"| thought she was very sad. Shelooked like she hadn't dept in days,”
Paul ette had mentioned, giving Joe Grogan something that was as closeto
the Evil Eye ashehad ever in hislife witnessed. "But you know, Joe,
women like that. Well, they don't deep much. Do they?1'd say more, but
I'm a Christian woman, and | don't like to speak like that."

Because our father often hiked the mile to the village and got rides
home with neighbors or anyone he could talk into giving him alift, this
was just another ordinary day.

Brooke had her own inner turmoail.

Shetold othersthat she had been anxious and somewhat depressed. She
talked to Dr. Connelly in the village aweek earlier about perhaps

getting achangein prescription for her degping medicine. "Areyou
depressed?’ he'd asked.

"Not depressed,” she said. "Just not quite feding like mysdf."

He had asked her if she might want to see atherapist on the mainland-he
knew agood onein Falmouth. Shetold him sheld consider it, but she
didn't think talking out her problemswould be the answer.

She fought the urge to be impatient with Mab and Madoc. They'd run off
to the woods chasing squirrels or rabbits, and returned along while

later, covered head to foot with mud. She went and checked on the
cabin-the damage to the roof
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was extensve. She made amenta note to talk to her father about just
tearing it down before it turned into some kind of eyesore.

The snow melted where the sun hit it. In the shade, the duck pond had a
thin scum of ice on its surface that had not hardened.

At four, she noticed that one of the trees near the smokehouse had been
gplit intwo by lightning. She said she had been standing in the

greenhouse, with the windows steamed over, and fedling the warmth of the
place.

"I was looking at something-I thought it was mist coming in from the
road. It was nearly beautiful. It was twilight- dark came early-and this
romantic, soft mist just dowly poured aong the road. Remember how
Granny used to say you could see angelsin thefog? | remembered her
saying it, and | dmost saw an angd inthemis,” she said of it. "And



then, | noticed the haf-falen tree”

One of the hawthornsin particular, but aso the young oak that had not
quite grown to adulthood yet.

Lightning, she assumed, had ripped across the trees. She was thankful
there hadn't been afire.

She went to seeif there was any other damage.

Her feet crunched in the glaze of snow that hadn't quite melted in the
shadow of the smokehouse.

She saw his shoe, his brown Oxford, stuck in mud-now frozen, she found,
asshetried to pull it out. She ended up leaving it where it was, mired.

She glanced first up to the road, perhaps hoping that Paulette and Ike
would sill bethere.
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Then to the fields and the pasture-and beyond it, the woods. Mab and
Madoc were running down into the duck pond, splashing around.

She glanced up at the sky with its overcast gloom.

Then she went to the low door of the smokehouse and touched it.
Something told her not to-she told me later that it was an dectric

shock of memory-of never liking the smokehouse since before she could
remember. Of remembering my screams as Dad spanked me there, or of
remembering Bruno crying there for no reason &t al when hewas six or
seven, sobbing and telling her that the smokehouse gave him nightmares.

When she touched the door, it moved ahit.

She grasped the latched handle, expecting the deadbolt that had been
applied years ago to keep it shut, and surprise, surprise, it opened
outward.

And that's when shefound him.

(Shetold melater, "l wasn't sure whether it was him or not for a
second. It was something I'd never seen beforein my life. It was asif
something had exploded, but had been reconstructed again. Something
about it was like adream-or anightmare-something I'd visited before.
Asif I'd had some premonition of this. And my brain just short
circuited. It just seemed to fade, and | couldn't think. | went
somewhere dsein my mind, | suppose. Somewhere safe.’)

She sat and stared at him for hours before contacting anyone. | don't
want to even imagine how she could've sat there on the cold floor, blood



everywhere.
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And Brooke sat therein theicy stench of death. She called someone just
after ten that night. Her older brother. Me.
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| had anightmarefor dl those years, and it repeated itself ina
never-ending loop, now and again, at my most anxioustimes: Init, we
played the Dark Game and could not stop. It was asif the Dark Game had
kept playing in some compartment of our minds even as we each grew up.

Brooke left no message for me other than to say "Nemao” on my answering
mechine

It wasaname | hadn't heard since | was about fourteen or fifteen. Even
then, it was mocking.

My redl name, Fergus, was redubbed Nemo in my ninth year when Brooke
discovered JulesVerne-or at least the

32

Disney version of Jules Verne's Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea.
She decided that because of my interest in sailing craft and my
willingnessto eat fried squid in adare with Harry Widiers, | must be

kin to the infamous captain. Since | preferred Nemo to my rea name,
which just didn't fit for me, | had taken it on while on theidand.

After | left Burnley, oncein college, | reverted to Gus, adiminutive

of Fergusthat didn't annoy me too much. But the idandersknew me as
Nemo Raglan. Asdid my sigter. "Nemo, Nemo," she repeated.

After saying it, she hung up.

| listened to it twice, then erased it. | called her back. The phone

rang severd times. | heard the familiar clicks and that strange wind
tunnd-like noise that | dways heard whenever | cdled theidand.

Findly, the message machine picked up.

"Brooke? It's Nemo. Good to hear from you. What's up? Call me back."
Later, | got anervouscal from my younger brother, Bruno.

3

"Brooke said she called you," my brother said. "Y ou've been out.”

It was nearly oneam. | was haf-adeep. Beth, whom I'd been out with
that night, lay beside me and turned over, clutching a pillow.



" 'Lo? Who's-adeep. Bruno? That you?' | asked.

Beth made some small noise that was part-snore and part-groan. | reached
over and stroked her back lightly. She made my bed smell of lavender and
something murkily sexud, a
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musk, an odor of femaenessthat | enjoyed. | loved her scent. | pulled
the sheet up around her shouldersto keep her warm. | wanted to kiss her
again, just on the back of the neck. She turned over, annoyed even in deep.

"Someone'swith you," Bruno said, hisvoice not quite as Y ankee asit
had once been. It was gentler.

"What's up?" | repeated, annoyed that | could not cuddie up with Beth
and drift to deep. "I tried caling Brooke back, but there was no answer."

"Y ou need to come home now. Tomorrow. A lot'sgoing on.”
"Like?"

"Dad's dead."

We both were sllent for what seemed like minutes.

| gasped aword or two, meaningless. | felt asif someone had knocked
thewind out of me. | leaned back on the pillows. | looked up at the
shadows that the bedroom windows cast on the ceiling, with the curtains
moving dowly back and forth from the dight draft. | closed my eyesand
fought back a stupid anguished cry that wanted to come out of my body.

"Cdl metomorrow," Bruno said. "We can tak then. Tonight's bad.
Therédsmoretoit. Fly in tomorrow. I'll pick you up in Boston."

Then he hung up. No more details. Bruno was like that. Sometimes he
spokein telegrams, asif he were being charged by the word.

| caled him back severd times, but there was no answer.

| spent adeepless night, made worse by not knowing how exactly my
father had died. When | did close my eyes-for

A

what felt like afew minutes-adream came abruptly with the ferocity of
anightmare. | watched outside mysdlf (in the dream) astwilight
descended on Hawthorn. The trees seemed to list to the Sde as my
consciousness broke through them. | saw three children, andingina
circle, holding hands. It was me as alittle boy, my sster, and my



brother. Waking dowly to the left and then the right in the summer
grass. Then, with the swiftness and brute force that can accompany
shiftsin adream, | stood in the darkness, somewhere, and | heard my
little brother Bruno say the words, "Here comes a candleto light you to

In the dream, the phone began ringing, and | let go (for | held my
brother'ssmal hand in my left, and my sster'sin my right) and cried
out, " Someone get the phone! The phone'sringing! Get the phone!™

Someone asked, "What are you afraid of 7'
Then | awoke. Covered in swest. Breathing hard.
| gave up on deep for the night.

It was maddening. | tried to cal my brother back every few minutes

until dawn. | left message after message. Findly hisanswering system
must have been full and stopped taking my messages. | could only stare
at thewdls. | went in the bathroom and curled up on the floor, just to
fed its coldness and to be in asmall space. For some reason, small,

dark spaces often made mefed protected. | felt likeachild. | didn't
want to think. | didn't want to imagine my father'sface. | fought to
pretend that somehow this wasn't the whole story, that perhaps my father
had a stroke and Bruno had gotten it wrong. Or perhgpshewasin a
comaras much as that doesn't sound
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better than degth, it is. It would give me hope. | wanted to hope badly.
| hadn't seen my father in years, and | had loved him, but | had hoped
that in afew months, I'd go back and see him and we'd have agood
conversation and heldd tell methat I'd turned into agood man.

It was never going to happen. Nothing worse than lying on acold
bathroom floor at four in the morning and looking at the bottom of the
white wooden door and wishing that the world could somehow change,
magicaly, to suit your own needs.

| returned to bed, snuggling againgt Beth, asif | could just plow into
her flesh and disgppear, dong with everything pounding in my head.

Beth |eft well before sunrise, annoyed by my pacing and turning in bed.

It was hard not to want her. She was one of those women who seemed to
know that she was headed for great thingsin life, and she had agreat
body and cute face to accompany her vision of thefuture, and even a
firgt-rate mind in many ways-how could | not want her? Shewas aprize.

| knew well why she wouldn't want me. I'd been laid off afew days
earlier. | wasn't headed, apparently, for greet thingsin life. | could

predict the most ordinary life ahead of me, and somehow, | knew I'd
muddlethroughiit. | burned for more, but in my twenty-eight years my



only extraordinary contribution to the world wasthat I'd written a

novel that gpparently no one had read. Y ounger, I'd wanted to change the
world. But by that morning, | wasjust hoping that | could rise above

the usua stormsof life and get throughtit.

| suspect that | was |ooking for awoman to rescue me and
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make love the extraingredient, and perhaps not even love, but somekind
of great sex that passed for lovein acity like Washington, D.C.

| had lowered expectationsfor dl that life had to offer.

When we kissed goodbye, it was brief and forgettable. Our lips barely
touched. | got the sad feeling one gets at the end of a misbegotten
affar: asif it reminds usthat werre merely animass, enjoying mating

for mysterious reasonsin order to pass time until something €l se comes
adong.

"My dad died lagt night,” | said.

"I'm sorry," she whigpered. She kissed my cheek. "That'sterrible.”
Silently, she telegraphed without moving her lipsonce: | need to get to
the office.

"l need to go up there. | guess. I'm going to need to go up for a

while" | said. | didn't expect her to say too much else at that point.

It was over between us. | was the one fedling discarded. | wasthe
revengein lifefor al men who trested women badly-I wasthelightning

rod of the wrath of women whose loves had walked away from them. |
didnt redly giveadamn. | just wanted to pretend for aminute with

her. And for her to play aong. | wanted her to embrace me and emanate
human warmth. To experience the smdlest spark of sexud fire between us
sothat I'd fed that there was something e se in the world other than
theicethat had crept into my blood during the night.

Shelooked at me asif she wereworried for aminute that | might fall
gpart on her-and that she might have to ded with it, when al she
wanted was to be out of my life.

"Look," shesaid. "Y ou-"

"No, it'sdl right," | said.
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"What | mean is, what you need isn't here. So don't fedl bad about leaving.”

"What do | need?"' | asked, a somber puppy staring a her.



"Something you left behind somewhere,” she said. "I don't know what it
is. | just know it'snot here. Youll find it." She kissed me onthe
forehead like | wasalittle boy. "Y ou're the kind who findswhat he's
after.”

She meant these aswords of comfort, but something in her tone gave mea
dight chill. It created adim dread within me-asif | knew that

something was scratching a my window in the middle of someendless
twilight. Asif her words echoed something | felt, but not something

that was good within me. Something about the home I'd grown up in that
had never felt right to me.

And | was after it. | would find what it was.

| watched her dress, knowing it would bethelast time. In my head, the
words "Degth and the Maiden." My father's voice. Sometimes hisvoice was
inmy head, intimesof criss. My imagining of hisvoice comforted me.

His voice soothed the nicks and scars of life. Intheyearssince | last

saw him, last set foot in hishouse, | had interndized him.

What we do in life that determineswho we are, we do aone.
| had dready drunk apot of coffee by eight thirty.

| made reservationsfor aflight to Logan Airport, charging
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it onacredit card | should not have even had let done used. Somewhere
inthere, | called my father's house more than ten times without an
answer. | had aminor-league migraine by nineam. Black circles under
my eyes, afeding of drymoudi and that wound-up tightnessin my gut of
caffeine overflow. Showered in lessthan five minutes, and dressed
cardlessly in whatever was not lying on the floor of the closet. Packing
involved me throwing everything in three suitcases, and when that was
done, it seemed | had |eft nothing of valuein my apartment. | looked at
the suitcases: None was huge. My life, in three suitcases.

| finaly got hold of my brother. "Hello?' | asked. "Bruno?"

"Nemo, Nemo," he said asif grasping the name for thefirst time. " So,
canyou get aflight?'

"Cost meafortune. You tel theairlinesit's an emergency, and they
triplethe charge. | getin at one."

"Okay. I'l beat Logan."
"What the hell happened?" | asked.

"Somebody killed him," he said. "It'sterrible. Look, we can talk when |



pick you up at theairport.”

"Areyou crazy? Someonekilled him? What?'
But Bruno had dready hung up the phone.
Imagined my dad'sface.

Fury coursed through my blood.

| wanted to destroy my father'skiller. A front-row sest to an
execution. | wanted someone to hurt for what they'd done.
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On the plane, midflight, I closed my eyesas| sat in my seat near the
window.

| felt numb, tired, and far older than | was. Soon, amix of dream and
memory came upon me. | was aboy, back on theidand, again. It was
dark, and | stood in dirt, my hands tied behind my back-some childhood
game. Something pressed against my eyes, but in the dark | couldn't tell
what it was. | heard someonetell me- wasit my father?-that | needed to
keep my handsto mysdlf. | heard my sster, somewhere nearby, recitea
nursery rhyme. | heard Bruno breathing-his four-year-old sdf with his
dightly deviated septum breathing through hisnogtrils, like alight

wind through cresky boards. | felt asirange comfort there, asif we
were being held tight again by both our parents,
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snuggling against my mother's bosom, or pressed againgt my father's
arms, faling down into deep asif it were acool, dark place.

| opened my eyes, to the airplane, to the gray clouds outside the window.

All'l had ever wanted as aboy wasto leave theidand. | wasn't even
surewhat | wanted as an adult. | had nothing but confusionin my life.

Now this.

At Logan Airport, Bruno met me with anxiety on his brow in the form of
lines| wouldn't have thought a twenty-three-year-old would've had, and
dark circles beneath his eyes. Y et he had managed to pull himsdlf
together enough to brighten a bit when he saw me. He waved, and then
came over to give me ashoulder squeeze. It passed for a hug between us,
dthoughiit fet like an obligation fulfilled.

"How wastheflight?'

"Terrorist freg," | said.



"That'sbad luck," he sad. "Saying thingslike that."
"How bad canit get?'

"Pretty damn bad, you ask me," he said. "Y ou're always trying to be
funny.” Then he cracked abit of asmile, shaking hishead. " ‘Terrorist
free, he says."

"Y ou gonnatell me some more about dl this?' | asked. "Who did it? Who
killed him?'

"Nobody knows," Bruno said.
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"Whét the hell does that mean”?"
"It means nobody knows," he said.

My younger brother, at twenty-three, was strapping and muscular without
seeming affected-he had adollop of physica grace, which wasin direct
conflict with the generally messy way he had been screwing up hislife.
Hewas anatural athlete, had been since he was six or seven and staged
swimming races at the beach or impromptu soccer gamesin the pasture. He
had only just dipped into his prime-no longer the scrawny kid, he had
taken on the look of an idand tourist-tanned, even at the outset of

winter, sandy-blond hair; and that peculiar Y ankee qudity of having

thin lips, and adender, sharp nose; smalish eyes made larger by round
spectacles that softened his sharp features; and bas ¢ handsomeness. |
possessed none of these qualities. He and Brooke got the handsome and
beautiful genes-my mother's. They both had her coloring and her

lankiness. People often looked at them asif detecting an attractive

scent. | was more like my father, dthough tal. | was dark, and the

only compelling feature to me (Snce women had mentioned it) were my
blue eyes. Black Irish had somehow snuck into the Welsh gene poal of the
Raglans

Hewas dressed as well as you could ask arecent college grad to be
dressed-jeans, ascruffy old cotton shirt with adominant coffee stain
where his heart would be, and a brown leather jacket. And he il
looked like the terse and generaly quiet kid brother | used to
regularly haveto defendin
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eementary school from the bullieswhen he was till smal and scrawny.

| nearly hugged him, but he drew back. | noticed then that his eyeswere
as bloodshot as mine, and there was a surface tension to his expression.



Hedipped on apair of ill-fitting sunglasses and shook my hand,
formally. He picked up one of my bags. "I'd say it's great to see you,
but under the circumstances ..." he said.

"l wastrying to cal al night. Drove me nuts.”

"Brooke turned the phones off," he said. "It was congtant. A barrage.”

"Jesus," | said, stopping in the middle of the crowded ramp at Logan
Airport. "What exactly ... what happened?’

"Reporters. What a crappy job they got. Caling al tragedies and
milking them," he said. Avoiding my question. He didn't want to veer to
the topic of the murder. "It's funny none of them caled you. | mean,

not even Grogan?'

| shook my head dightly. Shrugged. "Nobody remembers| exit.”

"Ha Some remember.”

"I'm surethey'll get hold of me soon enough.”

"Y our old friend's been asking about you.”

"Which one?'

Helooked at mefunny, like | wasfishing for something. "Y ou think I'm
going to say Pola."

"No," | said.

"| saw her on Monday," Bruno said. He didn't add: She
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asked about you. Perhaps Pola Croder, who had been my high school
sweetheart, hadn't thought about mein years. " She looks good. She'sa
remarkable woman, | think."

"So who's asking about me?"

"Withers"

| shrugged. "He's got my cell phone number.”

"I know. He told me. HE'swaiting for you to get here. He'sthe only
reporter we let in the house last night.”

"Hesdill there?”

"No, he went home. | thought he was your old best friend.”



"Yeah, | guessheis. Sorry," | said. "l fed like crap. You look like
crap. Must be hell out there. Burnley must be buzzing with this one.”

"None of it means shit," he said. Hisusua understatement. "L ook, we've
got aspecial boat-borrowed just for you. | brought an extra coat in the
back. It's pretty damn cold out there right now."

"I hate winter,” | said. "Dead trees. Dead everything. Dead dead dead.”
Then | added, "Sorry, that was aweak attempt at humor.”

Bruno made some noisein the back of histhroat that was both muffled
cough and disgpproval. "Breaking the tenson isgood, | guess,” hesaid.
"Me, | got Jumblies."

"Jumblies' was Raglan-speak for mixed-up fedings. Granny used theword,
and after she died, | made up storiesfor my little sister and brother

about creatures called Jumblies that hopped in peoples mouths and made
them confused.

| guess| had Jumbliesin me at that moment, too.
Ten minutes|later, in the car, we drove onto the highway.
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"Who do they think did it?" | asked, asablur of wintry Boston sped
around us.

"likel know. They haven't quite figured it out. Who doesthat... kind
of thing? Psychos? Maniacs?'

"God," | said, covering my face with my hands. "I don't even want to
think of Dad likethat. | can't bdieveit. | just can't. Brooke okay?"

"Guess," Bruno said. Then he added, "No, | mean. No. How can shebe?I'm
not okay. Christ, he wasred. He wasred. It wasthat bad. | wouldn't
have known it was him. If Brooke hadn't told me."

"Y ou saw the body?'
He glanced at me, sdelong. | felt some sort of repressed fury, asif he

never wanted to think about seeing our father's corpse again for aslong
ashelived.

Wedidn't talk again until we were nearly to the coadtline.
| watched the speedometer, cringed when the back end of thelittle car

did on apatch of ice or rattled across a pothole, and just hoped wed
makeit at dl.



"Y ouwouldn't believe last night,” Bruno said.
Then hetold me.

Bruno had been with abuddy of his, having abeer at theloca pubin
the village, when Brooke called him on his cell phone.
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Heran out of the pub and down to the police station-afew blocks away.
When he got there, he saw Brooke shivering, covered with a blanket. Her
hair wet. It was the blood. Sheld lain down in the blood, next to our
father and just gone catatonic or something. She was covered with blood,
only he said it looked brownish and not red at al (as he had expected).
Shedidn't recall the hours that had passed. Then she'd gotten up and

left the smokehouse, dragging herself back insde, called me. Then she
had caled Joe Grogan.

There were dready unfamiliar faces at Grogan's office-it was just about
midnight, and cops had begun arriving. Some of the neighbors were there,
aswadll. Brooke had been screaming in the house afterward, just standing
in theliving room screaming. The Doones had caled over because they
heard the noise, and Brooke picked up the phone but had hung it up again
before saying anything. Paulette Doone then called the police. Paulette
had told them she thought she'd seen someone over by the smokehouse
earlier, and with the screaming she heard later, she was afraid

something awful had happened.

By two or three am., other cops had arrived, including an investigative
detective and her team.

Hélicopters came over from the Cape, bringing reporters, landing out at
the Point as ahdlipad. Bruno had no ideathat so many people would
suddenly appear out of nowhere.

Bruno was up most of the night, answering questions, Sitting with
Brooke, who began talking incoherently until she had exhausted hersdlf
and falen adeep by five.

Bruno managed two hours of deep at that point, having
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been smart enough to unplug the phone and switch his cell phone off. The
news vans were outs de when he left to go to the mainland.

His biggest fear was that Brooke would fed scared when heleft, but she
had told him that she was going to bed and would wear earplugs and maybe
even takeapill to cam her nerves.

"And now, that'swhat we're coming back to," he said. "'l saw areport on



the morning news about it. | was just waking up on the couch, and |
flicked it on, and there we were. Well, there was the mention of it. It
sounded amogt interesting, the way they talked about it on the news.
Seven am.,, it dready reached the Cape.”

"What about the killer?' | asked.

"No word."

"Brooke must be so upset. I'm glad you've been here."

"Yeah, | know," Bruno said. "She'sredlly freaked. She walked around al
last night, room to room, with acandle, like some kind of gothic

heroine. Shethinksthat the killer'swaiting for her in the dark. We

had men go through the house just to make sure no one was hiding. She's
paranoid.”

"Can't blame her."

"Maybe more than paranoid. She's been doing funny things.”

"How funny?'

He breathed hard through his nose. It was atechnique
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he'd had as akid when he didn't want to talk about something. Then, "
found her out in the rain four nights ago. Nearly freezing rain. She was
completely naked. She ... didn't recognize me. And she did somethings.”
Heblushed. "Wdll, shewas degpwalking, | think. But it redlly bothered
me. Shewsas ... Okay, look, shewas sort of playing with hersdlf.”

| took adeep breath. "God." My mind went blank at the thought. | didn't
want toimagine my sger likethat.

"I know. But she wasn't hersalf. She was adeep thewholetime. It
shocked the hell out of me. I had afriend with me, and we got her into
the house, wrapped her up, and shejust dept on the sofathat night in
front of thefire. | don't even think she remembersit. | didn't tell

Dad, but by then Dad and | weren't exactly talking to each other.”
"Hoo boy," | said. "Jesus"

"Yeeh," Bruno sad.

We let that subject cool abit with some much-needed silence.

"They search the house?' | asked finally.

He nodded. "One of the off-idand cops told me that he'd never seen such



awacky house-the way the rooms arelaid out. The way you can't hear
anything from the back of the house to the front. The front door doesn't
even lock right. They scoured the woods in back. Who knows? Who would've
thought this would've happened there? | mean, Boston or New Y ork, sure.
Or even the Cape. But way the hell out on the idand?”

"l dill can't believethis,” | sad.

"Me, neither. Grogan said he thinksthe killer already l€ft.
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Brooke was driving me nuts al night long. She kept talking

about hearing things, and that made me freak out even more.

It'samess. She'samess.”

"Aswdl sheshould be," | said. "Y ou must be exhausted.” "Maybeit's
adrendine" Bruno said, "but | couldn't fall adeep right now if you

paid me. My head keeps replaying what he must've gone through. Hislast
moments. Nightmares. Brooke's not hel ping. She's convinced herself that
shesaw aghost.”
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CHAPTERHVE

Blood. All over," Bruno said, accepting an offered cigarette. He

reached into his pocket and drew out alighter. Flicked it up, lit his
cigarette, and then passed it back to me. "Y ou don't want to hear it."
"Yegh. 1 do."

"No," hesaid. "Youdont."

We arrived at the dock down at Buzzard's Bay sooner than I'd expected.
Across the water, our destination.

Sodigant it wasinvisble.
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The sky turned a bit dark for noon, even for Massachusettsin November,
and this heralded more snow. Deeper snow, perhaps. | didn't love snow.
If | could've, | wouldvelived in Arubaor even Hell, rather than in

the snowy dimes.

The sky smdlled of that peculiar freshness of achange of weather. From
coldtofrigid.



Bruno parked the car in the long-term area. ""Brooke was going to drop
the truck off a& Bumley Bay," he said, naming the docks where the
ferriesand smdler craft launched and landed. "WEelIl pick my car up
when you go home."

"I may not go homefor abit," | said, unsure about any future that
existed for me beyond the moment.

"That'sokay," hesaid. "l sort of hope s0, sSince I'm going to be here
'til a least ... wll, 'til at least | figure out what next.”

"It lookslike Pompeli out there," | said.

Snowflakes had just begun falling from agray wash of sky. A handful, as
if they werewhite petals of aflower faling at the end of summer. The
grayness had overtaken the morning. It was athick seamist. Y ou could
not even distinguish the seeit dl looked like awall of ash, and the
horizon line barely divided weater from sky.

Beyond it, my Pompei.

My Burnley.
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"Embrace what bests you down,” my father told me after I'd had a
terribletimein junior high with bulliesand aparticularly saditic

soceer coach. "If you fight it, it will fight back better than you ever

could. You must learn to make friends with the enemy. Y ou must learn
from your enemy because there's something of the enemy dready inyou,
and that'swho you'reredly fighting againg.”

When | was growing up, | sometimesfdt that theidand was my enemy.
Sometimes my father, as wonderful as he could be, was my enemy aswell.
He was the most wonderful person | knew.

Hewasthe most irrationa person I'd ever met.

He could beat me up with alook, or reward me with awink and asmile.

Now that hewas dead, | knew that | had never really known him. Not in
the fundamenta way you're supposed to know your father.

He used to say something that cracked me up every time.

"The sun shineson adog's ass now and again." Hed say it to mewhen |
was low and felt everyone e se had the good life. Always made me laugh.



| missed him.
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| froze my ass off on the boat ride over.

Our boatman, Cary Conklin, wasaguy just out of college who had no idea
what to do with hislife, very much like my brother. Hewas alittle

goofy, and shot what I'd call "knowing looks" a my brother when | spoke
to him. | hadn't known him from my years on theidand, dthough | knew
his oldest brother (of five), Chip. Cary looked alot like his brother,
particularly in the strong chin and lazy eydidsthat seemedtorunin

the Conklin clan. | briefly asked about Chip. We made the kind of small
talk you make on long, freezing boat rides when you don't want to talk
about the vicious murder of your father, | guess.

Somewhere in there, Cary mumbled something meant to be comforting about
my father.

We couldve been crossing over from the world of theliving to theworld
of the unknown. Cary was our Charon, taking us over the River Styx-or in
this case, the Sound.

| didn't want to keep messing my mind into the desth metaphors that came
far too easily to me-but | had begun seeing mythologica sgnificanceto
thisjourney, to my father's death, and to God. | went from watching the
last of the shore with its rows of Cape houses and rocky beach and the
smoke from chimneysin towns and villages dong the coadtline, to

looking into the haze of gray and white ahead. My mother, what |
remember of her, was depressed whenever thefog rolled in on theidand.
And roll it did, far too often. She hated it. She had no love for the

place. | guessin that respect, | was
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like her. Thefog, the cold, theisolation from themainland al had
gottento me.

It al seemed like ashroud. The dullish clank of ship'sbellsand the
intermittent cries of seagullsthat had not yet goneinland. The
sormfronts that were the norm for that time of year reminded me of my
youth and days and nights spent out on theidand. Burnley Idand was
both beautiful and horrible, idyllic and monstrous, cam and turbulent.

It was like the weether itsdlf: unpredictable. You liveon anidand,

you live the year from one extreme to another.

| looked out onto the unnaturally calm sea and watched the light snow
come down, and for just aminute, just ahair of aminute, | saw some
beauty in theworld. | spped from amug of coffee. | closed my eyesand
wished my father would be there, dive, to meet us at the harbor on the
idand.



It didn't seem fair that he should miss abeautiful snowy day and acup
of coffee, and | felt alittle guilty that | was alive and he was not.

Something cut through my mind like ascalpd, trying to remove memories
| wished | didn't have.

The good memories.
The memories of how loving my father could be, even a my worst times.

What seemed like hours later, my limbs frozen and my earsred, Bruno
leaned into me. "Okay look, I'll tell you some stuff. Y ou're going to
find out anyway. Last night, when the storm hit, he apparently went out
to the smokehouse.”
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"Jesus | sad. "Why the hell would he go in there?"
"l don't know," Bruno said.

| closed my eyes. My father'sface: his off-kilter jaw that was both

square and mildly dimpled. Histhin lips barking out ordersfor uskids

to never play in the smokehouse. | felt nauseated. | hated the
smokehouse. It was an awful place- dwaysfreezing cold, even in summer,
with that lingering smoke practicaly plastered into the sonewalls

from years before | came into the world. I'd dways felt dread whenever

| went into it-often, it was because my dad was going to punish mefor
somefamilid misdemeanor.

| opened my eyes. My brother had been talking, but I'd managed to block
most of it out. | heard thetail end of asentence: "... couldn't

function. | got her dressed. But it was pulling teeth to get her to talk

to the police.”

"How bad wasit?' | asked.

Then hetold me how bad it was. How it was more than just "Dad died" or
"someonekilled Dad" or "amurder." It was one of those crimes that
sounds impaossible to have happened. Asif another human being could not
possibly physicaly do to a person what had been doneto my father.

Unbridled savagery. Perhaps even sexud sadism. "Thefloor?' Bruno said.
"In the smokehouse? Soaked with blood. The copscaled it the 'red
room'™-it wasthat bad. | haveto tell you," he whispered, glancing a

our boatman in the stem. Bruno practically put his mouth to my ear. His
bresth was steamy and felt good on my frozen earlobe. "It waslike a
wild animd did it. Or sx men."

"Jesus”



"Theré's something ese," Bruno said. His voice dropped
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ahit, asif heweretrying to gulp back thewords. "I just ... | just
don't know ... how to say it. Out loud."

"That's okay. If you can't, that's okay," | said.

"No, not about him. But it got methinking last night. | tried talking
to Brooke about it, but she wouldn't listen. But, Nemo, it waslike ...
when ... it's hard to even say the words."

Something within me seemed to clutch as he fumbled with hiswords.

"I mean, I'm not completely stupid,” Bruno said. "But | keep thinking
about it. Y ou know how you get those thingsin your head and you can't
gop thinking? They keep you up al night? It'slikethat. It's

something that just keeps playing in my head over and over again. Know
what I'm talking about?'

| didn't reply. Could not. My head felt asif the granddaddy of al
headaches was coming on. | wanted to shut down.

Then | began to fed an uneasy dread. Not of returning to theidand.
Not of dealing with my father's death. Not of the monstrosity of the murder.

But adread about whatever words were about to spill out of my little
brother's mouth.

Bruno took a deep bregath. ™Y ou know how when | waslittle, | had those
nightmares? | mean, dl of usdid?'

Thewordsformed in my mind, awhisper from the past:
Here comes a candleto light you to bed.

When he said this, | had to catch my breath. My lungs
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felt frozen from the air. But now my heart froze, too. "Bruno, that was
nothing ... no ... that was along time ago."

"All around the Brain Fart," he said. The two words together sounded
pretty funny: Brain and Fart. But they filled me with dread. We had been
playing in the smokehouse, and suddenly, dl three of uslost our
memoriesfor aweek. We didn't tell our dad. We didn't tell anyone other
than each other. We thought maybe we'd just woken up on Monday of the
following week and perhaps nothing had happened the week before. But



somehow, we doubted that. When we asked our father, he told uswe'd had
feversthat week that had scared him. High feversthat had him putting
usinice baths and pressing boxes of frozen Bird's Eye peas behind our
necksto bring the fever down. Had it been scarlet fever? He wasn't

sure. Equine encephdlitis? That sometimes happened when the mosquitoes
from the backwoods got too plentiful in early summer or early autumn and
swarmed the low fields. But no, it was none of those things. Hetold us

Dr. Connelly had come by briefly, and just told him to let us get rest

and stay cool whenever the fever spiked. But it had been something more-
the Brain Fart had affected usdmost like abodily injury, but we

couldn't remember what had started it.

"It's sometwisted, sick individua who did thisto Dad, Bruno," | said.
"Get that other stuff out of your head.”

He looked at me with ahalf-cocked grin. | remembered how golden his
hair was when he was alittle boy. How he'd wake up singing. How he used
to dance with Brooke out by the duck pond on summer nightswhilel
chased dogs around in the mud. How | used to thank God every single day
that | had ababy brother like Bruno, and that he looked up to me, and

that | protected himin every way | could from the thorns
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and burs of the little world we occupied. He had once been such ahappy
little boy.

Somehow | wanted to bring that back in him after thistragedy.
What | got from him, his twenty-three-year-old self, was anger.

"Don't gt there and pretend,” he said. "I am so Sick of peoplein this
family pretending everything'sal right when it's not. Never has been.”

| cursed under my breath, closing my eyesagain. | wanted to just block
out everything in the world and have amoment of private oblivion.
"Okay, let'snot talk about it right now. Thisisgoing to be awful for

al of usfor awhile, | guess.”

"It'sthe Dark Game," he said.

"No, it'snot. Itisnot."

| had grown to hate the Dark Game as a boy.

The more you played it, the more power you felt.

And then, one time afew weeks after the Brain Fart, Brooke had decided
to be the master of the Dark Game, speaking with someone elsg's voice.

But we had been children then. And we'd broken one of the rules of the



game: Welet it go beyond twilight.

Wed spent hoursin the smokehouse, playing the game, dl of uswith
blindfolds on, ragstorn from old clothes.

We had overactive imaginations. Perhaps this was the reason our father
eventudly locked it up.

We had imagined that the smokehouse had become ared
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room, and that someone lay at the center of the room, between the three
of us. That someone lay there, and spoketo us-

Oranges and lemons, say the bells of St. demons.

Inthe Dark Game. Not in the real world.

Y ou owe mefive farthings, say the bells of St. Martins.

The red world changed when we played it. It had different rules.

When will you pay me? say the bells of Old Bailey.

Dark had cometoo fast, and we'd kept playing, asif we couldn't stop it.
When | amrich, say the bells of Shoreditch.

The problem with the Dark Game: 1t had aways seemed to have been there
waiting for us.

When we closed our eyes.

When will that be? say the bells of Stepney.

When we were together.

| do not know, saysthe great bell of Bowe.

In the hour before dark.

It had become an addiction when we were children.
Here comes acandleto light you to bed-

And here comes a chopper to chop off your head.
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CHAPTER SIX



Bruno drew back from mein the boat. He reached for the coffee thermos.
"More?' heasked. | shook my head. "Look, it wasjust agame.”" "I know,"
he said. "But it waslike that. It'sgoing to be all over the papers-the
details-pretty soon. One of the loca news crews from the Cape came out,
0itll beon TV tonight. They talked to Minnie Wooten. Shetold ‘em

that we were dl no good." We both laughed alittle at the mention of

the name, despite the gruesomeness of the crime. Minnie was nearly a
hundred years old and as weathered as the gray, bowed planks on her
front porch. She had been known as one of the Women Whom God
Forgot-there were four of them on Burnley 1dand, each more ancient than
the other.
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Somehow, despite the nasty winters and the isolation, some people seemed
to grow old well on Burnley.

"I bet Minniesfamousal over now. Shell probably get her own talk
show," | said, managing to laugh, even when something in my mind had
begun to shut down. | tried not to imagine my father or what had
happened the night before,

| didn't know that we would become famous on theidand for dl the
wrong reasons from that moment on.

The Raglans had what might be called a spotty history of both the good
and the bad.

| had been abad kid in the way that kids who aren't quite demonic are
bad, and if you wereto ask me, | could not tell you what drove meto
badness. | suspect that being born in New England, being Catholic, and
being aRaglan, 1 wastriply blessed with asense of Sin with acapita

S, GUILT with dl capitd letters, and atonement, expiation, and

possibly redemption dl following thereefter. | was bad in the only ways

| knew how: | did thethings| ought not have done. Harry and | snuck

into the movie theater when we were broke at the age of ten. At eleven,
we kidnapped the Croder's Maine Coon cat (at Pola Croder's reques, |
might add, although she denied thislater). Wetook Mongter (aswe

caled him, for he attacked and scratched up many akid-the demon cat's
real name was Scooby) to S. Bartholemew's to baptize him in the name of
the Holy Ghost because we were sure that anima would go to Hell one day
or another. We brought the cat back, but it was soaked and furious, and
itstalonswere
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wrapped in bits of white sheet so it wouldn't scratch Harry or me when
we dipped it into the baptismal font. Mrs. Croder caled theloca cop
on us and we had astern talking to and ahdf hour in the holding cell
behind the police ation.



Then my misdemeanorsincreased: borrowed my dad's truck to drive my
friends out to PAlmerton one night and go skinny dipping with the
Evangdica Chrigtian lads, dl of whom taught usathing or two, at
fourteen, about human anatomy. Harry and |, dtar boys, drank the wine
reserved for communion at fifteen, and that was the worst of my
church-related crimes. Luckily, the wine had not been blessed, and while
my father took me home to be punished, the worst of it was throwing up
in the back of the truck on the way home.

| didn't hurt anyone. At least, not directly. | wasn't abully. | just

tended to be in trouble with whatever trouble could be had. If therewas
astore to be broken into on aweekday night for no reason other than to
have someplace to go, | was part of the crew. We never stole anything,
nor did we break locks or windows (in thefall, winter, and spring,

nobody on Burnley locked doors). If there was a car to be borrowed from
Harry's uncle without him knowing about it, you can be sure Harry and |
were probably doing the borrowing. If the horsesfrom the stablesin The
Oaks had been let out to run wild on a soft, summer night, somehow my
name was linked to the deed.

| was your basic screw-up, and not cool enough to even be agood one.
Always, | wasin the wrong place at the wrong time, and for some reason
| never had agood excuse for being there. | aways got caught, and
being the good Catholicswe
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were, my father would drag me down to St. Bartholemew's and toss me at
the confessional, before dragging me back home. | can guarantee you that
being asix-foot-tall Sixteen-year-old, it was shameful to have my
five-foot-two bull of afather practicaly pulling me by the ear dong

the sreetsin thevillage. At home, he might use abdlt, until |

reached high school, and then hejust used denid of privileges-no
television, no phone, no dinner, and no books, the worst for me. Hed
removed every single book from my bedroom once he discovered that |
loved reading so much it wasreally no punishment to just go to my room.
I'd sometimes ydl| those absurd things that teens do, how he didn't
understand me, he didn't love me, he was no kind of father, that he

wasn't even trying to be what Mom would be and if | were her, I'd have
moved to Brazil, too-and the ugly heads of Sin and GUILT would riseup
in me afterward, and I'd meekly gpologize and tell him that he was right

to punish me and | was rotten to the core.

(I wished | could go back and change those moments. | wish | could go
back and tdll him how much | loved him and how much he meant to me.)

| respected my father enough to let him punish me. It seemed just. He

was never more harsh on methan | was on myself. The parish priest ended
up being kind toward me in these transgressive periods of my childhood
astime went on, and dthough it wasrare for meto seetheinside of a



church once | went away to college, | had nothing but warm memories of
Father Ronnie and St. Bart's church.

Despite what happened with my mother when | was nine, we were not mired
in some sense of sorrow. All our
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Christmases were brightly lit confections; dl our summerswere
adventures and dares.

Our early history asafamily on theidand was actualy quite good. My
great-great-great-everyone were stalwarts. Welshmen, Irishmen, Scots,
and some English, amix of Anglicans, Presbyterians, and Catholicsthat
married out of theidand over the years, until my father and his

younger brother were the heirs. Then his brother died in the samewar in
which my father nearly died-but managed, through "the grace of God and a
pack of Wrigley's," to survive. The story went that he had exactly one

pack of Wrigley's gum with him when he was captured.

He used it asapsychologica tool to resst the brainwashing that was
doneto him over the two years he was held prisoner.

"l chewed that gum over and over again, and each time imagined that the
flavor was something | loved and missed from America. The taste of

coffee. The sweetness of honey and lemon. Chocolate. Peppermint. It
alowed meto get away in my mind to another place. To not listen to the
brainwashing. To not be discouraged by the sensory deprivation they put
me through. It was my own land of brainwashing. | could chew the gum and
close my eyes and just go somewhere else. Believe something else. And
gum was easy to hide, virtualy invisble"

It became such afamous story that for awhile gum companiesput it in
their advertising. All of that waslong before any of uswere born, but
the storieswere legendary.

My mother's mystery and my father's heroism and the house itself:
Hawthorn-dl had stories attached to them.
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Named for the thorny treesthat grew wild near the house (although
Minnie Wooten was quick to point out whenever she could that in fact
they weren't "true hawthorns," whatever that meant), Hawthorn was a
rambling old structure-afarmhouse that had grown with afew generation
of Raglans, apoor Welsh family turned rich then poor again with my
father's generation. Two stories high and smplein one way-for it was
asplain asaNew England farmhouse could be-it was also eccentricin
many ways. It seemed of no particular age or time, for it had eements

of various incarnations-from its humble early eighteenth-century
beginnings as a stone house of one room right through the crestion of



its many rooms, and its serpentine curving aong the rocky acreage where
it grew. Thelast addition had been the greenhouse, which was under
congtruction for most of my life and till remained unfinished to some
extent. It had been intended for my mother.

Then Hawthorn had begun to fall apart, on bad pastureland that had lain
falow for decades, edging degp New England woods, beyond which lay the
village of Burnley, known morefor whet it didn't have than what it did,

and beyond this, the sea.

My father's favorite things about the old house, hetold us, were the
lessonsit taught him. "Never let your roof get too leaky, never let the
guttersfill with leaves, and dways check the gas before you light the

pilot." He had once, accidentally, nearly blown up the house because he
had not checked the gasfirgt. "Lifeislike ahouse. Y ou haveto do

routine maintenance congtantly or elseit al just goes down the tubes

a once" My main memories of him at home generaly were about repairing

and fixing things. Or putting up
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adiy-wall when the old wall near the front staircase had rotted out-|
wasn't much help, even though | tried my best to pitch in. My dad had a
temper when he worked on the old house. He'd cussablue streek if | sO
much as held ahammer the wrong way or wasn't sure how to change adrill
bit. He worked on the plumbing himsdlf, allowing no oneto comein and
"rob usblind just for changing awasher and unscrewing abolt." He hed
an ongoing project of tearing down walls, putting in new insulation,
putting the walls back up-asif it were his main occupation. About the
only thing he dlowed meto do wasingall locks (I could handle thisby
thetime | was fourteen or so) and carry histoolkit for him. He loved

that house, and had worked on the celling and floors and walls asif he
treasured the place.

| had left Hawthorn and hoped to never spend more than aweekend there
ever again. Not because of terrificly unhappy memories, or because of
something stupid that | took part in just before | headed off for

college, but because of something | did that had cut me off from knowing
any peaceon theidand.

| fell inlove with agirl who would not love me back.
Between that event-when | was eighteen-and my mother's abandonment of us
when | wasalittle boy, and yes, the arguments with my father, which

never seemed to end, | just had no reason to return.

| aways told anyone who asked-outside of the village- that my mother
had died when | was nine.

I'd make up astory about her awful lingering illness, and how we
gathered 'round her bedside, with my sister weeping to
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bring the angels and my father kissng my mother on the hand. | cribbed
the emotion of the scene from the death of Little Nl in Dickenss The
Old Curiosity Shop, and part from the degth of Little Evafrom Stowe's
Uncle Tom's Cabin. These were deaths of absolute purity and saintliness,
as befitted a beloved family member. There was an intengity to the
innocence of those deaths. | wanted to believe it happened that way,

too, with Mother beneath a snow-white comforter, her golden hair falling
across the tear-stained pillow, the scent of lavender and bitter herbs
intheair, asmall red rose of color in her otherwise pale cheek, and a
last clasp of her hand as she gave me motherly wisdom and departed to
Heaven with onefind and wistful Sgh.

But that was alie.

Everyonein Burnley knew the truth. Anyone could tdll you-in broad
daylight on a Wednesday afternoon, you could walk into what might

roughly approximeate a village and ask any of the children who had just
gotten off the school bus. I'm betting they'd know about the Raglans
mother. How she had abandoned her husband and family, and was probably
very much dive and enjoying adifferent family somewherein Sao Paulo,
Brazil. My mother was, after al, the most exotic cresture that Burnley

Idand had ever seen after the summer was over.

She ordered perfume from London, from a perfumerie that her grandmother
had once run, that her great-grandfather had founded in the South of
France, and from which she had been disinherited when she purportedly
stole several thousands of dollars from my grandmother's bank account.
(How many times had | been told by people as| grew up that shewasa
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Bad Woman? That | might turn out just like she had, somehow tainted with
her blood?) She had been raised in London, Switzerland, and Mgorca,
goneto college a Columbia. She had met my father in Burnleyside one
summer when visiting acollege friend's family there, dropped out of
college, and went dumming with him until she ended up pregnant andin
love. Her family never spoketo her again. And she never spoke to them.
They never spoketo us, the grandchildren, either. They lived in other
countries, and were mythological to me-red but not truly to be believed.

My father had his own share of fame, but without the wealth, so he was
her equa in many ways, despite his rough-and-tumble upbringing, as
opposed to her refined boarding school years. She had been, without
guestion, the most beautiful woman on theidand (Brooke and Bruno both
got her looks, while| got the more Irish-Welsh looks of my father's

sde). | remember her looking like afairy princess-dender, ethered,

with dmond-shaped eyes, and adoping but eegant nose. She had golden
hair-not blond or yellow, but arich autumn gold that might ook sandy



blond on her worst days, like creamy toffee on others, and spun gold at

her best. She dways smdled of vanillaand lime and lavender, for she

daily dropped the essences of dl in her bath water. | would sit with

her while she bathed, and she would tell metalesfrom the Arabian

nights or of how she had stowed away once with afriend on atramp
steamer and had goneto Brazil, her favorite country in the entire

world. "l was sixteen and running away," shesaid, "but it was just for

the summer. A wonderful summer of romantic suspense,” she added, without
explaining any details. My mother had many taents: She played music,
sketched
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on long summer afternoons, read from books, and tried her hand at poetry
briefly. | remember her mainly surrounded by candldight-shewasa
romantic at heart, and | supposeit'swhat changed her, that romantic

yearning.

She had mischief in her aswell. | discovered this early and was charmed
by it-by her misadventuresin finding ways of getting to Boston faster
than anyone could get there, the way sheld spend money cautioudy one
minute and then asif nothing were more important than something
whimsica sheld just seen-and had to have at any cost. My father adored
her, and adored the attention men gave her-he told me that he was proud
that hiswife was such aprize and yet had chosen him.

It al ended one night, years ago. December 19th. A red-letter day.

My mother walked out the door when | was nine years old and told my
father that if he loved hiskids so much, he could have them. The
details. She wore her reddest dress (as smal-town mindslike to

recall), she had one of my father'sgunsfor protection in case hetried
to force her to stay, and it was four am. The story went that my father
sobbed quietly, gave her hisblessing, and told her he would be there
with the kidswhen she got tired of thisnew manin her life,

My father was agood man, so said people in Burnley and everyone who had
ever heard of him. Hetold usthat our mother loved us very much and

left us only because something inside her head had control of her-but he
promised he would be there, to take care of us and keep us safe.

He kept that promise, in hisown way.

He even told us he'd take her back, if she wished to return.
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"But to stand in the way of someone's happiness,” hetold me once, "is

the crudest of impulses. It'sas cruel askilling them, in my opinion.
Red |ove sometimes means|etting lovefly."



| had adream soon after my mother left us. When | spoke about it to my
brother and sister, when we were young, they told me they had dreams
likeit, too. In the dream, our mother came home and took each of usup
in her arms, embracing and kissing usdl over. In the dream, our father
hugged usaswell. It'sonly natural for children to want to seethelr
parents reunited, even if those same children know that it'slike

wishing there were an Easter Bunny, or that birthday candlesrelease
some magic when they're blown out. | sometimes wonder if we don't long
for precisdly what we know in truth we can never have.

| dreamed about a silver crescent, too, like the moon. Like a crown that
our mother would wear when she returned to us from the man she'd run off
with so many years ago. The shadow man we'd never known, but who had
comeinto our mother'slife and stolen her from us.

My father had been taken by adifferent kind of shadow man.
Vidoudy.

"A peculiar ferocity,” wrote Harry Withers, who reported for the Burnley
Gazette, but whom | knew primarily from the playground of my childhood.
"One does not associate this sort of crime with the peaceful idand of
Burnley, Massachusetts, known primarily for its plover shdlter inthe
wetlands and itsrole in the Revolutionary War. The bogs and woods and
meadows no longer seem benign. The hunt ison for the person or
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persons who committed this heinous act upon awar hero, upon afather,
upon aman who stood for everything that was good in Burnley.”

Thefirst | knew that my father had been tortured in awar wasin second
grade when that boy | had only just met named Harry Withers taunted me
with, "Y our daddy's got only one bal! The other got cut off and fed to
snakes! Your daddy's afreak!"

It never occurred to me at that age that just because my father had
aways been missing two fingers on hisright hand, he might have had
something happen to him that caused it. Or that other parts of him might
be missng aswell. Sincel was only dimly aware of what ballswere at
the age of ax and ahaf, | wasn't sureif it mattered how many my
father possessed.

Harry Withers seemed to think it mattered ahell of alot. There was
something in the nature of both challenge and humiliation for himto say
it out on the blacktop during recess.

| ended up in afistfight, which got meto the principa’s office, then
to the nurse's office, and then a note to my parents about how I'd
nearly bitten Harry's ear off.



| had barely snipped at his ear with my teeth, but it did bleed alot. |
was afraid I'd mutilated Harry, that 1'd be throwninjail for having
doneit, and that poor one-eared Harry would haunt me forever. Asit
turned out, Harry's ear would heal within days. Not so my troubled
heart. Why did my father have only one bdl and eight fingers?
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| went home nearly in tears and angry enough to cuss. | asked my mother
what thiswas dl about, after she'd given me the disgppointed trestment
from reading the principa's note.

Modest though she was, she had no problem setting me straight on my
father'stesticular hedlth. Thiswasfollowed by abit of

birds-and-bees, and how loving, legally wed people lay very close
together and then nearly ayear later, ababy would be born. Even with
my father's condition, apparently he had no problem fathering three
children.

My father, shetold me, did indeed have one "testicle, and yes, some bad
things happened to him over there," and she took mein thelibrary of

our home-a dusty room that had always seemed misshapen to me, packed
with shelves and books-and brought down a photo abum. She went through
my father's childhood, his parents, the war, his capture, the news

clippings, and finaly said to me, "So two of hisfingers are gone, and

yes, histesticle was dso taken, but it doesn't make him less of aman.

Y ou just remember that. There are many men who walk around in lifewith
no ballswhatsoever."

| learned most of what | knew of my father's heroics by thetime | wasnine.

He had fought in awar before | was born. He'd been taken captive for
twenty months, had tried to escape from his captors twice, had lost two
fingers on hisleft hand for reasons of which he never spoke, had been
decorated a hero, and had returned to the plow asit were-or in his
case, returned to his own father's farm, married, and Sarted afamily.

My mother retrieved the articlesfor me. She substituted them for the
comic books | loved to look at. She would show me the old home movies.
Daddy getting amedal. Daddy
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standing beside a helicopter. Daddy meeting some news anchorman. Daddy
gtanding in line with others to meet the president. Daddy and Mommy on
their wedding day, with swords and guns and soldiers standing in ahalo
around them. The glow of heroism surrounded himin al these

photographs. | felt better about my father. | loved him even more for

being not just a hero to me, but to the world.

Sometimes, an old-timer from town would see me at the playground in the



park and call me over and tell methat | looked just like my father did

when hewasmy age. "Y our grandfather wasn't much good, but he made
himsalf agood man in your daddy,” someone might say; once | heard the
librarian, Mrs. Pollock, tell methat my father had been the most famous

man to ever come out of Burnley, and that no one had expected he'd come
back to run Hawthorn again or even try and get a ong when the money ran ouit.

"He could've been president or at |east a senator, once upon atime,”
shetold me. "That's how famous he was after thewar. Not famouslike
movie stars or rock and roll people. Not that vulgar thing. And not
rich. | mean to say famousin the waysthat count. And just like you, he
got in trouble as aboy sometimes. So don't think that it's the end of

the world for you. Y ou can be ahero, just like your father."

Or I'd hear the story of how my father had managed to save seven men
from certain death, or how my father had piloted ahelicopter "without
knowing nothin' about helicopters but that they spin. And he bombed the
hell out of them. He just dropped it all back down on them. And he got
hismen out.”

My father would rarely spesk of the past that existed before
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meeting my mother, other than to hide the medals of vaor in places
where my brother and | could not find them. He'd scoff at the idea that
he had ever been ahero at all. After my mother ran off, he lived under
aterrible burden. He expressed little that wasn't dour or dutiful after
that. He gave lessons or lectured; he rarely spoke to me and even more
rarely listened. | suppose my mother's abandonment affected all of us,
and may have been part of the fog that kept me confused about life and
my placeinit as| grew into an adult.

| grew up under the burden of his heroism, and | became lessthan a
mode son because | knew | was no hero. My impulses were never heroic
ones. | began smoking by thetime | wastwelve, and when | was
seventeen, 1'd done dl the things teenagers do that they will regret in
merely afew years, scarred by such foolishness and disregard for any
rulein life. | wasthe embarrassment of the family when | I€eft it.

Yet, | could ook back on the love and affection of the household; on
theway my father would tell me-even at my worgt-that he'd done just
such athing when he'd been my age, and it waswrong, but it was not
wicked, merely childish.

Hiswords had the effect of arms around me-it was hisway of embracing.
| took hiswise wordsto heart and knew that despite my misstepsin

life, my father had gone through many more difficultiesthan | could
dream up, and ill, he had done good.



My mother had been adightly different story.
After sheleft, my father told usthat she sometimes called, late at night.
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No matter how much he begged, she would not come back to us. Hetold us
that she wanted to see us. He promised that one day she would come for
us, would collect us, but that "now" wasn't thetime.

She sent | etters and postcards, aswell, but none of them mentioned our
names. Noteslike: "I want to keep in touch, but the past is o

difficult to mull over. Please don't let'skeep in touch. | don't want

to cause you more pain." She sent afew of thesethat | saw.

| assumed my father had been writing her late a night, posting hismail
without our knowing, begging her to return.

"Shel'sgot anew life," my father would say at times, and begin to

brood. "1 would loveto tell the three of you that she doesn't love you,
but | know she does. Thisisthe hardest thing I've ever said. Evenin
war, nothing wasthishard, but | will say it regardless. Y ou must each
overcomethis. | can't force your mother to come home. | can't go chase
her down if sheiswith this other man and she clamsthat thisbrings

her happiness. Y ou've been crying since she left, and you haven't esten
enough, and you dl haveto stop it now. Sheis not the woman | married.
She's not the mother who brought each of you into thisworld. She
changed. Perhaps shélll change back. But the best we can do is hang
tough and get through this. And each of you needsto pitchin and do
your share. Accept this, somehow. Accept it now. Lifeisits own kind of
war. Youvegot to fight it and winiit."

Ashe spoke, | saw his eyes become glassy and distant. | couldn't look
at the sadnessin hisface, but glanced down at my shoes. Somehow, |
fdtdl of uswereto blame. | felt that if | had just been nicer to my
mother, she wouldve sayed. If
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| hadn't gotten into any trouble, she would've stayed. If I'd said my
prayers every morning and night, she probably would till have been with
us. | have no doubt that Brooke and Bruno felt the same way.

"None of you deservesthis," he said. "Not one of you."

And that was dl heredly spoke about it.

Now and then, one of uswould ask about her. Hed tell usto writea
letter and he'd send it. None of us ever wrote aletter, although |

started afew, but put them aside. | suppose we accepted the findity on
some deep level, regardless of our wants and needs on the surface of things.



Once shewroteto usal and mentioned anew child. She had anew child.
A boy. His name was Steven. That's all she said about him. My father
tore theletter up after reading it doud, tearsin hiseyes, and held

usclose. At other times, he went into horrible rages and locked himsdlf

in hisroom for an entire day, screaming, asif a thewalls of the
houseitsdf.

All thisto begin to tell you: Our father was both loved and hated
within his own family, he was a hero to the work and to each of us, even
though he had his dark periods.

When my father died-was killed-none of it mattered.
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My father was butchered. Sliced up. In pieces.

"Man, I'mangry,” Bruno said. "Sucker punched. Dazed. That'show I've
felt ancefinding out. | wasjust talking to him the other day. And

now..." Thiswasthe most open I'd ever heard my brother be. He never
talked about hisinner life or fedingsthat | knew of. Hewasamysery

to my sister and mein that respect. "Brooke's had the worst of it.

She's been depressed thisfall. | don't know why. | know she hasn't been
deeping right since before this. Now, who knows?' He said
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thiswith an appealing meekness, asif he needed something from me. Some
reassurance about the good in the world.

| did something I've never done before, but | suppose you don't do what
you're used to doing until a nasty tragedy has ssomped you and your
family. | reached over and hugged himto my sde. Likethelittle

brother he wasto me. He put his head on my shoulder and cried for a
little bit. | felt like | wasten and he wasfive again, after having a

bully at school say something mean to him about our mom running off, or
about his glasses, or how he couldn't play softball aswell asthe others.

"They'll get whoever didit," | said, without much confidence. | meant
it. If they didn', I'd makeit the quest of my life to hunt down the
madman.

| would not stop until the guy was caught.

When we got to the docks, Bruno walked ahead of me, lugging one of my
suitcases, while | had the other two. We loaded the back of Brooke's



truck and headed out onto the road away from the sea.

The sky, date gray; thewoods, like broomsticks; the air, sdt, snow,
and that memory-scent of winters past.

Bruno turned down Goose Creek Road with its overhang of gloomy trees.

In the distance, | saw the beginning of the woods that would guide the
narrowest of roads up to the house where I'd been born and raised, and
where Raglans had lived ever since they'd beenin America. We turned up
Dunstable Road, and
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Hawthorn cameinto view just over the ridge. There were police cars
aong theroad, and three news vans from the television studios, nearly
blocking the driveway. We passed the smokehouse to the left, and |
didn't want to look at it, but I couldn't not look. It was surrounded by
what looked like amakeshift wire fence, with orange police tape up
around it.

"Chrigt," | said.

"Feding some Jumblies?’
"Definitdy," | sad.

"Can | tdl you something?'
"Of course.”

"I've never redly told anyonethis. It makesmefed guilty. Right now.
Promise not to hold it againgt me?"

"Okay."

"I hated him," Bruno said. "I hated Dad. He didn't like me much ether.

But | hated him. He drove our mother away. He drove you away. Asfar as
I'm concerned..." Then he stopped himself. A bit more evenly, he added,
"It'sterrible this happened. | fed thisawful guilt. Asif it'smy fault.”

| wasn't sure how to reply to this. "Bruno,” | said, and thought, what

the hell do | tell him?It's okay to hate the guy who was just

butchered? It's okay to hate the guy who raised and clothed and fed you?
That yes, he drove me away, wheninfact | did adamn good job of just
driving mysdf away? That he could not have driven our mother away any
faster than she had run hersdlf, out the door with her red dress and her
suitcase and dl the money she took, and the secret lover she had when
she should've kept her love for her young children and her devoted
husband? Bruno had, within him. alittle of what we dl felt-an
undercurrent of
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anger, directed at our father, but really meant for our mother, who had
left uswhen we were nearly too young to remember. Somehow, we had al
blamed the one who had remained behind to some extent.

Now that he'd been murdered, guilt followed these fedlings.

"Don't tdl Brooke," he said. "Promise me. Sheidolized him. Sheld hate
me. Now, | guess, more than ever."

"All right," | said. It was our family sickness, | guess Don't tell
someone esein thefamily how you redly fed. Hideit. Bury it. Make
it go away. It had been ingrained in usfrom an early age. Itsorigins
were as hard to pin down as the fog that surrounded Hawthorn for half
the year: Who had made us get that way? Wasit something within
ourselves? Some organic sense of burying, the way dogs bury bones?

Part of mefdt likelashing out a him for being so coldhearted asto
talk like thiswithin two days of our father's degth. Part of me wanted
to understand him as| never had before,

And | hated to admit it, but part of me agreed with Bruno. | couldn't
understand it-why had | didiked my father so much? Had | blamed him for
things? Had | made him too responsible for the confusion | so often felt?

He had been rough on us, that was the bottom line. And we had rebelled.
That big GUILT | generdly fet was going into hyperdrivein me.

| was not looking forward to any aspect of this homecoming.
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The old house, on the outside, was gtill hazard-looking, asit had been
ten years before. It was agrandfather of ahouse. It had even turned a
bit gray in theintervening years.

Sowly maneuvering around the vans and cars, Bruno turned down the
drive. The gate was closed, of course. | got out of the car, feding the
blast of icy air again, and ran to openit.

Bruno drove through, and | shut the gate to the driveway again. |
glanced up a the road. There were people in jackets and trenchcoats up
on the roadside, watching.

"Brooke," | said, when my sster met me at the front door. | did
everything | could not to imagine her naked in astorm, her fingers
reaching down below her flat bly. | regretted Bruno had ever told me
that story.



Too late to move out of theway, | wasjumped by her two enormous
greyhounds, Mab and Madoc, and | went backward onto the porch. A painin
my butt told me I'd landed on part of the flagstone walk. Dog licks

covered my face. Despite the pain, | began laughing and shoving the dogs
away.

Brooke stood over me, doing her best to pull the dogs away by the
collar, but they were out of control.

Then she offered me her hand, helping me up.
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My sister Brooke: an unkempt beauty.

Her hair, darker than I'd remembered it, hung down and around her
shoulders, somehow framing her face so that her eyes seemed owl-like.
She wore no make-up, looked asif she had just roiled out of bed. She
wore a stretched-out gray wool swesater that came down to the ends of her
fingersand fdll nearly to her knees, baggy khakis. Barefoot on the

porch. Oddly, there was the smell of turpentine about her-1 noticed what
might've been paint on her deeve. Had she been painting something?

Somehow, she still managed to radiate beauty. Some women have organic
beauty-their bodies are formed asif meant to be looked at by men and
gppreciated. Thisissmply nature, and no doubt many have had it who
were undeserving. Some women have magical beauty-where their features
aren't symmetricd, or their face looks dightly off-begt, but they have

an aura about them that creates beauty around them. My sister had a bit

of both. She had the same beauty our mother had possessed, when | could
remember our mother's face. Brooke did whatever she could to hide her
looksin swesaters and sweats and agenera doppiness. But it was ill
there: that touch of our mother.

Firgt thing Brooke did was whisper so softly that | was afraid |
wouldn't hear her. "Do | look scared, Nemo?”
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She had an air of the bittersweet about her-pale and rosy and golden at
the sametime, her lipsbitten and her eyeslogt. Botticdlli hair

faling around her woolen shoulders-the perfect result of the blending

of my mother's Northern European fairness and my father's Welsh
darkness. "Do 1?1 fed scared. But | don't want them to seeit. | don't
want the world to seeit.” She pointed to the news van out on the road.
"Goddamn buzzards," she said, her voicerising to itsnormal tone. "Come
on in, Nemo. Good you made it. Carson greet you?' Her New Englandese
turned the perv's name into "Cahsehn,” and | had to admit | liked

hearing it. Carson was known for seducing idand sheep and for
masturbating from the front seet of hissmal yelow pickup truck at the



harbor as akind of welcome wagon.
"Nope" | said. "No miraculous vibrating truck."

"Dad cdled it the'Burnley Hello,' " shesaid. "He said it just aweek
ago. Better than what most men do with those things, | suppose.” Then
the bravado | eft her face, a sudden retreat. She whispered, "1 don't
want them to see me upset. | fed like I'm being watched dl thetime.”

She clapped her hands, and the dogs went running back into the house
ahead of us. A loud crash-Brooke swore a blue streak-and when we got to
the kitchen, the dogs had aready knocked over asmall chair by the
glasstable. Brooke shouted, "Kenneld"

The dogs, finally obedient, ran to their respective, enormouswire
crates that edged the living room.

In persondity, Brooke was solidly Yankeein away that neither Bruno
nor | had remained. She had the strongest accent, which was vaguely
masculine despite her petite softness.
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Shewas acategory of woman who lived on Y ankeeidands, just asthere
was a category of men who did aswell, who had thick hair that dways
needed cutting, and ruddy complexions from constant movement in the
cold, anearly downcast expression as she spoke, asif gravity were her
only make-up; she used profanity asinsecure gourmets used spices. asif
no sentence were complete without at least a"fuck™ or a"goddamn.” In
thisway, shewas unlike any of us. Shewas as Y ankee asthe low stone
wallsthat had surrounded Hawthorn for more than two centuries. She was
like awesthervane on the roof, or the shingles themsdves: part of the

way thingslooked in New England, part of its charm, but aso part of

its expectation. Few on theidand could out-idand my sster. She had

an old soul for the place, asif she were the reincarnation of my
great-grandma Cery (pronounced Cherry) Raglan, a sdty bitter woman of
enormous bosom and theiron will of amule.

As| hdd her for amoment, | smelled our mother's scent-particularly
the essence of lime-and for amoment, | wastruly happy. Happy to be
with my sister. Happy to be home again. Happy that at least the three of
uswould be herefor the time being.

Evenif for dl thewrong reasons.
When | entered Hawthorn again, | felt enveloped inits plain New England
arms, its brick and wood and white walls and smell of earth and coffee

and winter spice.

Its length seemed |ess like a serpentine pattern and more like a series
of Christmas boxes waiting to be opened.
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Why had | hated this place so much?

Why had | left it behind and done everything | could to let work and
life get inthe way of coming back?

Now it was|ate in the game. My father, gone. 1'd thought I'd have some
timelater inlifeto sort out our problems. Maybein my forties. After

I'd somehow established my own territory in the world. Sometimein the
future, when he was older and softer and | was wiser and more
understanding of my own nature. | had made a huge mistake by running
away from my problems.

Despite the length of the house, it wasn't that wide, nor were the

ceilings high. It was built for Welshmen and women-my great-greets, none
of whom weretal. It wasn't until my father married my mother and
produced two sonswho had some Norwegian and German in them, that the
house seemed smaller and less grand to my dad. He told me that no one
should redlly betaler than five-foot-gx anyway.

| could practicaly fed my father dill divein the entryway-and yes,
though my mother was long gone, | felt her there, too, and saw her inmy
sdter'sface. | looked for the penknife notchings in the doorframe-and
there they were. The notch that was me at four, then at six, then at
twelve; and Brooke and Bruno's notches, aswell, dl of uslined up
againgt the doorframe every few yearsto check our progress.

| went to hug my sister, and she whispered in my ear, "Good to see you
agan.”

My sister and brother and | had seen each other in the years 1'd been
gone-but not more than once or twice. | hadn't seen her in nearly six
years, though, and we'd been so close growing up, that | felt my eyes
tearing up just to be
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there, in the house, with both her and Bruno. It was enough for the time
being.

Brooke loved the idand more than she loved lifeitsaf, and Hawthorn
was the heart of her love. She had told me as a child that she wanted to
grow up to elther be afisherman, or afisherman'swife, and she had
danced aong the edge of the shoreline on many summer twilights,
gretching her arms up to the pink sky, while her friends gathered
around abonfire that had just been set for the night-but she was
separate from them, anature spirit on the idand.

Some heaviness had comeinto her-not in terms of weight, but an aura, as



if remaining on theidand had tugged away at her vitdity, her ability
to dance on the shore or love the smell of the fishing boats asthey
cameinto the harbor.

| suspected that, whether she ever married or not, she would aways
remainin that house, dways caring for it and tinkering with its

upkeep, and making sure that someone remained to remember the Raglan
history. It was asif the doors were not open for her.

Brooke went to flick on the kitchen light, and when her back was turned,
Bruno whispered to me, " Sedatives."

"Yes," Brooke said, turning to face him. She shot him a poisonous [ook.
It nearly scared me, becauseit didn't seem like the soft gentleness|'d
remembered her having. "Y ou drink, and | get apill now and then."

"l didn't mean it as=" Bruno began, but shut up. "Sorry." Brooke'sface
smoothed out. Then to me: "Polaand her
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little boy came by. Just paying respects. It seemsearly for it. |

didn't run her off, but | have ahard time with the idea of people just
popping over the day after this. Harry came by this morning, too, and
it'smaking me angry that everyone hasto say something to me. Asif
it'srequired.” The sorrow in her face nearly astonished me. She needed
deep badly. Seep and peace. "Just make yoursdlf at home. Y our room
should be okay. Mab and Madoc seem to like deeping there some nights.
If they bother you, just shut them out. Don't put up with any crap from
them. There's a spot heater in the den you can haveiif it getstoo cold.
I'm not deeping a night. Don't bother me 'til after seven tonight. |

just want to deep right now. Aslong as| can." Shewhistled for her
dogs, and they legpt nearly acrossthe living room and ran to her.

And then my sister went down through the living room, out the door that
led to the dining room. | heard a series of doors open and shut as she
went through twelve rooms, upstairs, to her own room, near the back of
the house.

"She was on edge before this" Bruno said. "Either quiet or likea
cyclone. She and Dad were fighting all week. Mainly about money."

Within an hour of being home, | got acall from thelocal police chief.
88
88
89

CHAPTEREIGHT



"Nemo?'

"Jog," | said. | had always known him as Joe rather than Officer Grogan.
Theidand waslike that. We had been tight knit. Too tight. First thing
| asked him, "Y ou catch thekiller yet?

A pauseontheline.

"Firg, I'm sorry for dl this" Hesad it inalow, quiet voice. It
reminded me of my father alittle, when hewastrying to tell me
something bad.

"l justgotin,” I said. But | wanted to just sink into a soft sadness
and not ded with anything.

"Well, | want you to know we've been scouring theidand for this
killer. Everyoneis cooperating.”

"Thank you," | said, unsure how to respond. | still wasn't
0

certain how | was supposed to continuein life, thinking about this

murder. | wonder if anyone who has been touched by amurder redlly knows
how to react to it or to how people treat you afterward. It was asif

you somehow came out of another dimension, asif you lost your pact with
the rest of the human race, and then you were either awounded victim or
amply aforeigner intheland of normacy.

"Well need to ask you some questions, soon," he said.
"Of course," | said.

"Good. How's Brooke?”

"She seemsto be ... well, holding up.”

"Hang tough," he said, before hanging up.

| glanced a Bruno. Hung up the phone. "Grogan,” | said.

"He's caling too much,” Bruno said. "Means he doesn't have anything. He
realy wantsto talk to Brooke. | think he's scared of her.”

Thefirst week was ablur of reporters, who didn't bother us as much as
| thought they might, but generally were around if one of usleft the
house and actualy ventured to thevillage. (I stayed home with Brooke
unless atrip to town was absol utely necessary, and then | just went to
buy eggs or coffee or milk at the QuickMart, where | knew no one.)



The reporters from the mainland seemed allittle scared of us-or were
ashamed to haveto circle around us. Brooke hated having her picture
taken, so when she went outside, she always gave the photographers and
cameramen the finger just to keep her picture out of the paper.
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Harry Withers, running the Burnley Gazette, was not among them, despite
my brother's promise that he had been camping out somewhere nearby. |
guess | should add aword or two about Harry here. Harry Withers, my

best friend when | was growing up, was abit of anut case. Asakid,

he'd been into being a complete geek, which was codl in its own way-he
read books on improving brain power, and he knew what NASA was working
on, and he was completely convinced that Earth would eventudly be
contacted by adiens. He used to even try to hypnotize my brother,

gster, and me askids after seeing aguy on television make abunch of
people quack like aduck. He was the son of the owner of the Burnley
Gazette, an idand rag that tended toward gossip and tourist promotions

and the odd story about how pennies were getting scarce on the idand.
When we had been kids, he was like my brother- more so than Bruno in
some respects, because Harry and | were the same age, and got into

nearly the same trouble. He dept over at Hawthorn alot asakid, too,

so my family knew him wedl-his parents had troubles that | won't get

into here other than to say they were mismatched. Hisfather died of
emphysema when he was fourteen, and then he turned bad in away that was
destructive.

| was nearly thankful that Harry hadn't come by Hawthorn yet. | just
didn't want to seehimiif | could helpit. Not with al the other crap

going on. Not with the shroud of gloom and confusion that hung over the
house,

Hedid cdl once, though. He wouldn't say much other than that we needed
to get together soon, and that he knew " something about the smokehouse.”

"You cdling asareporter or afriend?" | asked.
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Both, | guess,” he said, and added, "But I'm afriend first."
"It'shell here," | whispered into the phone.

"Yeeh," hesaid.

A pauseontheline.

"l guess| can't say anything plessant in the face of this" he said.

"Nomn



"I'm just sorry it happened. Theway | used to hang out over there with
you, | dwaysfdt like oneof thefamily."

"Youwere" | said. "l know Dad considered you an honorary Raglan.”
"Sorry we've been out of touch.”

"Fedslikel just eft the place yesterday,” | told him. "Like | just
saw you the day before yesterday.”

But despite the warmth of thislast part of our conversation, | felt
distant from Harry and distant from everyone I'd grown up with.

| still wasn't surewhy I'd created that distance.

| didn't see Harry that first week at dl, but Joe Grogan came by
Hawthorn more than once.

He wasthe only policeman of note on theidand in the winter, under
whom was a very unused police force of three. During high tourist
season, from Memoria Day to Labor Day, thisincreased to ten, most of
whom were a The Oaks rather than in Burnleyside. Joe and his gang of
three were eager to
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take part in thismogt interesting of local crimes, even though the
police from the mainland flocked, briefly, to Burnley once the story got
out. Like seagullsto atrash heap.

Joe Grogan had aged quite a bit-my guess was he was about forty-eight,
but helooked alot older with wrinkles and white hair and agenera
hangdog expression.

He had thelook of aman whose life had worn him down to the nub.

"It goeslikethis" he said. "First, we secured the areaaround the

crime scene. Not difficult for thistime of year, but you never know who
will decide to tromp through there. Were keeping the smokehouse locked
up, though. Investigators have been going through, trying to examine
everything they can.”

Brooke turned cold, briefly. "How many men went through there?" she asked.
"Six or seven. At themogt.”

"He would've hated that," she said. "Tweezers out to pick up hair

samples. Blotting blood trying to find evidence. | cantimaginedl the

gory detalls”

"It'sprocedure,” Joe said, glancing a me with adightly bewildered



expression. "Unfortunately, the weather hasn't helped any of this. The
police tape has blown away twice aready, and between the snow faling
and mdting, I'm not sure were going to have much luck. Finding
anything in the perimeter beyond the building, is, well..." He splayed

his hands, agesture of futility. "Pretty soon, well just have some
additiona informal interviews with neighbors, and each of you, of course.”

A
"Interviews?' Bruno asked. "That'sit?'

"Theresalead investigator, and she's got to find out if anyone saw
anything. Anything a dl."

"| don't fed very safe," Brooke said.

"Thekiller-or killersmay well have dready left theidand,” Joe said.
Hetook histime saying this-he was being careful with hiswords. He
seemed to watch Brooke's face equaly carefully. "This personison the
move."

"He could have easily killed me," Brooke said. "The doors weren't
locked. If he wanted something, he would've come and taken it. He just
wanted to murder someone. That's my guess. He's some insane sociopath.”

Joe seemed about to say something, but then held back.

Bruno nodded gravely, looking at the tattered Persian rug on the floor
instead of at our sister. "Brooke, it could even be someone here.
Someone who lives here. Maybe someone who didn't like Dad.”

"Do you think so, Joe?' Brooke asked, fixing what 1'd term asharp and
terrible look on Joe Grogan, asif he had failed her just by being

there. "You think Carson did it? Or Ike Doone?' Her voice rose a bit.
"Or me? Do you think | killed him and sat in hisblood for hours,
thinking about my hideous act?"

When Bruno next spoke, his voice seemed smdll, like achild'swho has
been scolded. "I didn't mean that. | didn't.”

Joe glanced a me, then at Bruno, but averted his gaze from my sigter.
He was overpowered by her. | had an inkling of why. They'd had an
affair. | could smell it at ten paces. They had some broken chemistry
between them. It was asif they were talking about one thing, but
meaning ancther. It fdt like
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it. like they had too much intimacy. Joe and Brooke. The way they both

seemed uncomfortable in each other's presence. | didn't know thisfor
sure, but something about the chief of police sitting therein the



chair. He sat in that chair before. He has been in Hawthorn more than a
few times. Holding the cup of coffeein the saucer. Nearly relaxed, but
asgtrange underlying tenson. It all seemed too familiar. Brooke seemed
too hogtile toward him.

"Theinvestigators have gathered what evidence they could,” he said.
"But it's il too soon to not keep going over every detail.”

"What about DNA?" | said, not realy knowing what | asked.

"Samples dready went down to some labs in Connecticut. It may take some
time to determine anything. But well get whoever did this. Don't worry."

"| fed unsafe," Brooke said. Her eyesfilled with glassy tears. She
reached for atissue in adispenser near her elbow. Blew her nose.

"Do you have any ideas?' | asked. "It takesawhileto go on- and
off-idand. Theresthe coast guard. How hard isit to-"

Joe's face turned grim as he cut me off. "Every cop from hereto Boston
isformulating theories. They'll keep scraping for evidence they

might've missed. Y our father didn't seem to have enemies. There haven't
been reports of strangers on the idand since before the end of October.
Even the logs on theferry for the past three weeks-al accounted for.
Thisisatough one. Well crack it. Maybe if we're lucky, thekiller

had his own boat and drowned during the sorm."
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Asbloodthirsty asit may have seemed, | hoped in my heart that wastrue.
Brooke wiped her eyes, then her nose, with thetissue. "Y ou think it'sme."

"Don't beridiculous," Joe Grogan said. "No onethinksthat. It'sjust
... just the damnedest thing.” 1t must have been hisfavorite phrase.

"| sat there, in that blood," Brooke said. Then she covered her face
with her hands. | went to her and sat on the edge of the large leather
chair shewasin. | stroked her back lightly.

"I don't want any of you tromping around by the smokehouse," Joe said to
me when | walked him to the front door. "And watch out for Ike Doone.
I've caught him twicetrying to get closeto it, and he and that wife of
hisare al caught up with Americas Mogt Wanted, so | don't want him
grabbing souvenirs. Chase him off if you see him out there.”

The moment Joe's car had pulled out of the driveway, Brooke went to the
front window and stared out at the road. ""Fuck!" she shouted.

Bruno and | just sat and watched her.



"She'sgoing through Hell," | said.

| redlly meant it. Y ou grow up Catholic, and there's some inkling that
Hell isadwaysright around the corner. It's the place you accidentdly
step into when you least expect it. | asked my dad, when | wasakid, if
he thought he was going to Heaven, and he told me no. He wouldn't
explain why, and it was the saddest thing he ever said about himsdf. |
guessed,
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as| got older, that if you lived long enough, you spent timein Hell as
you went through life.

| figured wed al just bought alittle bit of real estate there, with
this murder. We knew something about life that many people get to skim
over in the papers or on the nightly news.

Brooke had sat in Hell for hours, staring initsface.
She had the right to her obscenities.

We could not have afunerd yet because my father's body was needed for
forensics evidence. It was unpleasant to contemplate. | had the idea of
afunerd a St. Bart's, with Father Ronnie, now nearly seventy, giving

mass. Bruno shook his head to shush me up, but Brooke told me, "We had a
falling out with Father Ronnie. Dad didn't like himintheend. | didn't

like him. For apriest, he had no sense of Chrigtian forgiveness. To

him, I'm Jezebd or something. He called me aharlot once. | caled him
adrunk. We parted ways." She said thislast part with abit of acid in

her voice.

"What'sthat all about?' | asked. "He actudly caled you aharlot?!

"You'll hear about it soon enough,” she said. "Joe Grogan and | had a
fling. Well, more than that. For nearly ayear. Do not give me that Nemo
look."

" 'Nemo look'?" | nearly laughed. It fdt good to fed alittlelight.

"That 'l knew you were up to something' look," she said without atrace
of humor. "Don't judge me. | will not be judged by you or anyone. His
wife has had affairswith men
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up a The Oaks every summer since they've been married. He needed a
little happiness. | did, too. It ended badly. Dad was furious, but kept
alidonit. Hefdt | was... | don't know ... devaluing mysdif, |

guess. Hetold meI'd never find ahusband, and | guess| pissed him off
by spitting back at him that | could find any husband | wanted, so long



asthe wifewas away. Father Ronnie scolded Dad for allowing awoman
likemetolivein hishouse. Dad told him to fuck off. So, no
absolution for us. We're headed for limbo. Or worse."

"True," | said. "I'm not sure you can ever come back fromtelling a
priest to fuck off."

"Hedidn't quite say it that way."

"It'sarelief to know we dl won't be excommunicated for your Sns"” |
sad cheerily.

"Alwaysthefunny one" shesaid in away that was not funny at all. It
wasthe Yankeein her. "l never liked church. Sunday should be aday to
degp in. Ronnie's mass went on too long. | could always smell whiskey
on hisbregth in the confessond..”

When | was out piling up cords of firewood that Carson meKinley brought
(yes, he had agood ddivery business with histruck, despite his
predictionsfor sheep), | saw Joe Grogan's police car up on the roadside.

Joe stood over by the smokehouse, just on the edge of the last of the
police tape that hadn't quite blown away. He peered around it, asif he
didn't want to step into some sacred circle.
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| waved to him and called out. He glanced in my direction, then crouched
down just outside the building. He picked at something with hisfingers.

Therewas akind of slent barrier to winter on theidand, and he may
have even called out to me, but | didn't hear it. Thewind had picked up.

When | got over to him, he stood, agrim expression on hisface.
"l havetotdl you, Nemo. And | hate doing it."

| remained tonily slent, my heart sinking abit.

"Wegot nothin'."

We shared a smoke, because it was cold and he had a pack on him, and
then he said, "It kegps me up nights. Thinking about this. About how
someone could do it and get away. How they could do it and not leave
some print. Hair. Footprint in the blood. Some smdl thing. The blade

was some kind of small scythe, best | can figure. Hasn't been found.
Nothing's been found. All those mainland people are beginning to leave

it done. They don't like thiskind of thing. Where a suspect isn't
apprehended fast. They like to either close the book or move on. They're
gonna pin this on some guy who's been killing people down in Jersey, but

| don't know how. There's nothing here. Y ou and | know Brooke didn't do



it. She'sno Lizzie Borden." Hetook along drag on his cigarette, and
then looked at me asif | were not redlly there and held just been
taking to himsdf dl dong.

We both stood there awhilein the cold, acord of wood a my feet. The
wind picked up.

Hesad, "It'sthe damnedest thing."
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That wasit. He walked back up to the roadside, dusk coming on.

After he started his car, | took up the wood and went into the house to
make afire.
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PART TWO
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"Visonistheart of seeing thingsinvisble" -Jonathan Swift
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The wesather forecast sorms. That's pretty much al we got out therein
the Atlantic in winter. Freezing cold, storms, snow, deet, gray or even
blackened skies. It had depressed me as a boy, but now it didn't bother
me much. | had acongtant fire going in the living room fireplace, which
made it al toasty when | wanted to Sit and read or just dwell on

things. I'd glance at the sky in the morning and try to predict when the
snow would come, and by noon, if I'd been accurate, | would go outside
just to fed the cleanness of it on my face.

Paulette Doone, from across the way, stopped by that night with what she
caled a"care package." It consisted of a

104

paperback Bible, acopy of abook called Give Y our Troublesto the Lord
and Watch Them Disappear, aswell asraisn-oatmed cookies, gingerbread
men, and some apples she'd bought at one of the local markets. What she
really wanted to do was snoop and pronounce some judgment on us.

Paulette looked grim when | brought her into the house. She glanced left
toright asif sheweretaking inventory. ("That'salovely vase" she

sad, pointing. "And the piano. Y our mother used to play it dl the

time. Isit ill in tune?") But when we got right down to it, she came
over to tell me onething and onething only: that we needed to get to
the Lord, and fast.



"I want you to know that no one ever blamed you kids for the trouble you
got up to," she said. She patted my hand as we sat next to each other.
She kept the grim expression- Bruno later called it a"death's head
rictus’-as she recounted her memories of our father. And then she said,

"| thought | saw someone that day. Earlier. Might've been seven or soin
the morning. It was awoman. She waswaking in thefog."

| began to fed as grim as Paulette looked. "Did you tell Joe?!

She nodded. " She scared me, that woman. She seemed out of place. She
wasn't from around here.” When she said thislast part, | had ahorrible
feding in my gut that I'd made abig mistake by returning homeat al.

She reminded me of what | truly had hated on the idand: the bigotry and
prejudice againg anything "“foreign,” and by foreign, this meant anyone
who was not from theidand in thefirst place. Anyone who had not lived
therefor two generations or more. "Wasn't from around here" wasa

popular way of saying, "outsder.”
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Outsiders were cons dered somehow tainted, somehow worth lesthan
indders. The provincidism of the place was gppalling. Worse, with
Paulette, was the fact that she was rabidly religious and believed the
Devil was everywhere and angedls fought for our souls.

And it was embodied for me, for that moment, in Paulette Doone, with her
grimness and her fears and her made-up world of demons and angels.

My contrary nature got the best of me.
"It mugt beterrifying,” | said.

Her eyeslit up asif sheloved terror as much as she did the hint of
scanddl.

"To live across from our home. To know that whoever did this.... this
horrible thing ... might be somewhere nearby,” | said. | felt petty and
mean, but something in her story "wasn't from around here' reminded me
of why I'd set off stink bombsin her yard in thefirst place-she had
shouted at me more than once that year that | was going to turn out just
like my mother. My mother had been, &fter dl, the ultimate idand
outsder. She quite literdly was not from around there. She had the
audacity to have married and carried children with the local hero, the
prize, the man who had put Burnley Idand on the map with hisheroic
deeds. And then she had run off like ascoundre in the night, with a
lover, no less, leaving the man broken and raising children done.

Paulette nodded as | spoke of the lingering terrors of living near the
murder Ste. | felt likearat for doing it to her-for scaring her more.
But sheld come over to just say somethin bad about someone, and | was



sck of her within five minutes.
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?'ve stayed up the last two nights and wondered about it. | read
mystery novels, and ke says I'm dwaystrying to solve crimes. | listen
to the satellite radio-1ke hasit in hisgarage- so | can hear what goes
on off-idand, what crimindsare doing. And | don't think thiswas out
of the blue. | think your father was murdered acertain way ... well, it
was like aritua, don't you think? Do you believe in God?'

That wasit for me. She was going to try to save us. Using the
opportunity of our father's murder.

"Get out of our housg," | said.

Sometime after the Revdation of Brooke as a Scarlet Woman, Bruno
brought up the possibility of amemorid service.

"Did Dad ever talk about how held want it?" | asked.

She squinted at me, asif she didn't quite believe I'd asked that. "He
was only fifty-eight. He didn't talk much about dying. | don't think he
anticipated this" Her sarcasm nearly bit me. | had never been ableto
read her moods.

"l guess he wanted to be buried down in the old cemetery,” she said, as
if 1 needed reminding. "Among dl the Raglans. All of us should be
buried there."

"Granny was buried in Falmouth,” | reminded her.

"Shewas only aRaglan by marriage," my sster said. "That was her

sister's doing. Dad wanted her here, but he didn't like to stand up to

the aunts from that part of the family. They were harpies.” Then she

nearly brightened. "There must be away to get in touch with Mom. | know
thereis. | wrote Six
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months ago to the address | found in Dad'sfile cabinets, but | got it

back unopened. Someone dse livesthere now. There's got to beaway to
find her."

IIWMI

"Why not? How many years hasit been?' Brooke asked. " She's our mother.
She may be married and living on a coffee plantation or something, |

don't care. | want to find her. Don't you?"

"l don't know," | said.



"I want her to know," Brooke said. "And | want that door to be open for
her."

"If shewon't find us," | said, "I'm not surewe can find her."

Brooke once turned onthe TV, only to be faced with the six o'clock news
out of Bogton. It had amention of thetria of some priest, and how

some vandals had destroyed some of the trees on Boston Common, and a
mention of Dad's murder and the suspicion that it might be aserid

killer who had been responsible for the death of a New Jersey couple
from the previous summer.

"Joe said they'd do that,” | told Brooke. "That the detectives would
link it to other murders. He doesn't think it's true."

Shedidn't reply, but when | looked over at her, her hand covered her
face asif she were weeping, but she made no sound.

108
Bruno used music as anger therapy.
Even asakid, he had played the piano like it was hisangst expeller.

Hetried to play our mother's piano in theliving room, but al | heard
was aflat tinkling of the keys, asif he could not remember asingle
composition from the three years of piano lessons he had taken.

He could not even muster Moonlight Sonata, which was atune he had
banged out for asolid year, it had seemed, when he had been twelve and
seemed to show signs of musical prodigy.

Me, | drowned the noise in my mind with Sam Adams Ale with Bruno down a
theloca pub.

Bruno had become far too familiar with brands of beer (he could
distinguish between Alsatian and French and German with his eyes closed;
he knew the brewing techniques of Rolling Rock and Coors and how they
differed from an upstate New Y ork beer of which hewasfond caled
Genesee). During one of these bouts of beering, Bruno said to me, "l saw

something spooky last night.”

"It was Brooke. She'swaking al night. Even the dogs won't get up for
her."

"Ohyeah, | noticed. Those pills she takes don't seem to help her deep
much." Hewaited a beat and took asip of beer.

109



"No, it was outside my window," he said. "It was someone outside my window."

| shrugged, grabbing the pitcher and pouring out abit of Guinessinto
my glass mug. "Brooke."

"On the second floor," he said. " Jesus, do you ever listen?
| saw someone outside, like they werein the oak tree.”

Some hours of the day, | found mysdlf glancing out at the smokehouse.
Thinking of the cops. Of Joe Grogan. Of damnedest things. Of my father.
Hislast moments.

The smokehouse was surrounded with dead yellow stalks of weed and grass
poking through the snow and what seemed like anever-ending mist, asif
atranducent veil of white-gn covered theworld.

It had been both a playhouse and the place of punishment for measa
child. My father had been stern when something truly bad had happened. |
tended to be the troublemaker, think he wept sometimes when he drew off
his belt to spank me there. He had been punished horribly asachild (so
horribly | did not even understand the stories he used to tell about a
whipping post and ariding crop or acat o' ninetail that my

grandfather hung over theingide of the front door when my father had
been a boy).

My own punishments had never lasted long-usudly
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one or two whacks on the butt, and then | had to sit on the dirty floor
of that smelly place for an hour and think about what | had done.

My father was afraid | would become adelinquent, as his oldest brother
had, and end badly. He worried, I'm guessing, that he was more lenient
than his own father and that | might turn out to be aterrible human being.

He believed that there was bad blood in the family from the Irish and
Scot sides, some kind of madness and bullheadedness, and that it had
landed in his brother, and might have entered me at conception aswell.
He may have been right, since | seemed to dways get in trouble or have
unexplainable mishaps happen around me that seemed to only point in my
direction.

It had dl been centered around the smokehouse, those punishments | got
asakid.

And the gameswe used to play aswell.

| circled around the building and adjusted the strip of police tape,



eventhough | knew it wasfutile.
Thewind would blow the tape away again.

Didn't matter. The investigators had found nothing. There was nothing to
find. Only Brooke's printsand her hair, and my father.

The smokehouse seemed consecrated now.
Consecrated by my father's blood.

Onetime, | wastrying to clear out the gutters of the house, since
they'd been neglected since the fall and were full of
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leaves and muck. | saw Ike Doone out by the smokehouse, and | could not
get down the ladder fast enough to go chase him off.

Other curiosity seekers drove by, dowing on the road asthey got near
the crime scene.

At night, after 1'd been drinking with Bruno, I'd lay in bed and look at
the calling believing that the world was somehow an unfair and tragic
proposition, and life was ajoke.

Onenight, | dreamed my father and | were out in a boat together.

Thedream: It was adinghy, and the seawas calm asamirror. Inthe
sky, an enormous Silver crescent moon, but it was barely dark yet.

My father was turned with his back to me. He had on the tan baseball cap
that he often wore when he went fishing. He had no shirt on-his back was
bare and pale white. He had afishing line out in the water. When |

looked in the bottom of the boat, near my bare feet, it scemed dlive

with wriggling fat eds and freshwater trout, their tailsflipping as

they tried to get out of the boat.

Heturned to face me, and his eyes were no longer there, but blood
poured from the empty holes.

Seagullsflew in the sky above, crying out, and somehow | knew they had
taken hiseyes.
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Then hiseyeswereintact, and he got thet jolly twinklein them like he
did whenever he was about to tell afunny story. "Don't be afraid," he
sad. "Just close your eyes. Don't touch anything.”

| glanced down at the edlsin the boat. "Them?"



"Just stay till here. Keep your eyes closed. Don't lean. No talking.
Ignorethe noise,” he said. "Listen to what I'm about to say. Listen

very carefully. Each word | say isimportant. Each word islike akey to
adoor. | want you to imagineasmadl red light, so small you can barely
seeit. Everything about it is completely pitch dark, but thelight is

red like atiny, tiny fire. | want you to follow mewith that fire,

follow meas| take you somewhere else.”

| watched an edl with amouth like a python asit devoured one of the
fish. | nodded, not wanting to say anything to him.

When | looked up again, the moon had grown larger, asif our boat had
moved closer to it. My father hooked along pike with awood handle and
asharp barbed tip into one of the edls and was holding it over the

boat. The edl wriggled in dow motion againgt the crescent moon. The
moon seemed to have barbed tips, also, and for some reason looked like
it was made out of metdl.

One of the seagullls shrieked louder than the ret, and its cry seemed to
grow with the echoes of it.

"Shewent away," my father said, returning his gaze to the ever-growing
moon as the seagulll's shriek became a scream. "But someday, shelll be back.”

"Pola?' | asked.
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| awoke and, strangdly, felt cadm from the dream. Asif my mind was
somehow giving me permission to say goodbyeto him. Asif, despitethe
savagery of the crime, he was dl right, somewhere, on some glassy sea,
fishing.

The only part of the dream that disturbed me was somehow knowing my
father knew | was 4till in love with Pola

As| dwaysdid whenever | had astrange dream that seemed significant
tome, | got up and got a spira notebook 1'd had for years and wrote
down thedetalls| could remember init:

Moon, fishing, ed and trout, fingernail crescent moon, seagulls, eyes
missing, eyesreturned to normal, tan baseball cap, calm water. Pola.
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For thefirgt timein daylight, | went to the village.
The village was only about a haf-mile wak from the eastern edge of

Hawthorn. The day was overcast and the woods to the south sent a piney
scent up to me as| trudged through the crunchy bits of snow. It had



snowed off and on since | arrived, but generally melted by late
afternoon down to a manageable dush. | could've borrowed Brooke's
truck, but she was deeping and had the keys somewherein her room. |
didn't want to disturb her.

The road to town was dick and wet, and | enjoyed the freshness of the
day as| went. Part of me wanted to jog thewholeway in, to fed my
lungsworking, but instead, | opted for alit cigarette out the Side of

my mouth. My sdlf-destruction would be dow and take aslong as
cigarettes could take.

Everything about Burnleyside was unappeding in winter.

It seemed Main Street had no color after summer-the pedling paint of the
white clapboard two-stories al ran together in ajumble of storefronts

and thin divers of smal Cape houses. Thelocdscdledit the
Shambles-the way the stores seemed to pile on top and over each other on
Main Street. It dways seemed overcrowded in summer, and like a mess of
poor architectura planning in the winter. The Oaks, up idand, was more
picturesgque owing to the money poured into the houses and few
convenience stores at the end of the idand. In the summer, therewasa
Baskin-Robbinsthere, and even aMcDonad's, al of which closed down
for the winter as of October 20th. On Main Street in Burnleyside, | saw
MontiLee
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Stormer with her swanky new hairdo. "Just like Julia Roberts," she said,

and a first | wanted to smirk and chuckle at the provincidism of
Burnleyside, but when | looked twice & her, it did give her aningenue

sort of look. MontiLee was the woman who women kept their husbands away
from because she seemed to be catnip for the menin thevillage, evenif

she had never strayed from her own husband. She had the ook of awoman
who might stray, and no matter how she protested, there were those who
thought sheld spent her lifein daliances. MontiL ee quizzed me about

what it had been likeliving in the South (as she thought of Washington,
D.C.) and asked if the senators and congressmen were as corrupt as they
seemed. She talked palitics a bit-first national, wondering what the
president was up to and why he didn't respond to the letters she'd sent

him about what she considered were the growing concerns of the nation.
Then she switched to local news.

"I know | shouldn't be mentioning this" she said. "But any news?'
IIO.]?I

"The murder," she whispered, and glanced about the street asif others
might hear her. Asif it wereabig secret. "We're absolutdly terrified
togoout at night.”

"They think it'sakiller from the mainland. Who's back on the



mainland,” | said, fairly surethat it wasalie. | had to admit it: "I
really don't know. | don't even understand what the cops are doing about
it"

"| watch al the Discovery Channel shows on forensics, and it's
fascinating. How they can even see how blood sprays a certain way, and-"
but she must've seen the look of
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revulsion in my face, because she stopped. "Our hearts go out to you,
dear," she said, and placed a hand on my chest, right above where my
heart would be. For just asecond, | thought she might be flirting with

me, which wasless annoying than uncalled for. | will grant thet it gave

me atingle, partly because MontiLee was so attractive; | was not immune
to her charms. "And you know," she said, keeping her voicelow, "You
look like you're holding up.”

"Thanks. Ah..." | said, fumbling with words. The only thing | could
think to say was Joe Grogan's "It's the damnedest thing.”

"I keep meaning to come by and pay my respects,” she said, next touching
my wrig, lightly. "But with Christmas coming up, and the business-well,
my timeisnever my own."

After we did the smdl talk of smal towns, MontiLee turned away. She
sashayed to the other side of the street, heading toward her realty
office. The row of shopfronts seemed dead now. Christmaslights were
strung up, blinking even in daylight. At the end of Main Street, the
smal memoria park, with the one grest fir tree, lit up.

Christmas was around the corner.

The year was nearly over.

| stood there, watching her go, remembering al thosethings | ought not
to have shoved from my brain: awoman'stouch. It made methink of

another woman. Thewoman | just could not forget. Pola Croder.

All women | found attractive had made me think of Pola. | was beginning
to suspect that even Beth, back in Washington,
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knew that my interest in her might've had something to do with her vague
resemblance to Pola. No wonder she had distanced herself from me so
eadly; | had not been much of aprospect.

| walked by Croder-Sharp-Cadlahan, and casualy looked through the
glass, but could not bring mysdlf to go inside. | wanted to see Pola,
but I did not know what | would say to her if | saw her. My pulse



quickened abit, thinking of her, and | knew | was doomed: to replay the
goodness and richness of a high school romance in my head until theend

of my days.
Still, she had come by the house after my father's degth.

She dtill cared, and | ill cared, and | kept hoping that one of my
father's famous quotes, stolen no doubt from others, would be true; that
the universe rewards belief.

| still believed that love couldn't die. Down in my toes| believed it.
Even with the bad thingsin life, even with murder and sorrow, |
believed that love just couldn't dieif it wasred between two people.

And | knew | wasadoomed fool to beieveit.

After picking up some eggs and bread at the local grocer's, where,
thankfully, no onetaked to me, | went by the old store my father had run.

The storefront was smaller than I'd remembered. The closed for the
holidays sgn wasin the window, and when | peered through the windows,
it looked asif nothing had changed since I'd been eighteen.

Back home an hour or so later, | caught Bruno peeling back some old
wallpaper in the dining room that was never used.
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"Look a this" hesaid. "Threelayers of wallpaper under here. This
must've been Great-Grandma Raglan's pattern.” He pointed out adulled
rose pattern. "About 1905," he said. "Or

1904. Boston. I'm willing to bet it cost a pretty penny then.”

"Brooke's gonna shit when she sees you tearing at the wallpaper,” | said.
"It'samazing how old thishouseis. Think of al thethings. Our rooms
have been painted over so much,” he said. "I scratched a my bedroom
door and-get this-it's redly made of glass."

"Glass? It'swood.”

"No," he chuckled. "People have been painting over it so much, the
center of that door isathick oval of glass. And it's etched. | bet

there arelittle treasures around here like that. | had no idea. Good

for the Antiques Roadshow."

"If it ever comesto Burnley."

"It comesto Boston, | think," he said. "Y ou never know what's around
here. Last night | was going through the shelves at the back of my old



closgt, and | found asmall pantry behind it.”
"Full of treasures?’

"No," hesaid. "Nothing, redly. A couple of little ceramic sdt and
pepper shakers and anaked doll with its head cracked. Probably Granny's."”

Bruno apparently had taken to picking at parts of the house-looking
through cabinets, finding the old secret staircase-a narrow child-sized
daircase that led from the laundry room-through a cabinet door-down to
one of the kitchen cabinets on thefirst floor. Askids, we used to play
hide and seek init, and our father would raise unholy hell whenwe
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leapt out of the kitchen cabinet while he was cooking supper. Bruno
found severa itemsthat had been missing for years: hisold teddy bear,
adustmop after a nineteen-year disappearance; he dso discovered that
there was away to reach between the wallsin his old bedroom, by way of
removing athin board in his closat.

Hefound his old sketchbook there, which he had forgotten that he'd

hidden away at twelve and kept private from the rest of us. He showed
some of them to me. They were scenes from the | ce Queen stories-and how
the goblins ended up torturing the Queen eterndly for her crimes. The

| ce Queen was poorly drawn, but could be identified by the crescent moon
in her hand and her hair, which was straw-yellow and flowing. It was

pretty vivid stuff for alittle kid, and | suspect that Bruno had been

getting some of hisfrustrations out on paper. Y ou made up the

gtories,” hereminded me. "'l wasjust using crayonsto illustrate your

books."

"Only you never showed me," | said.

"I'm showing you now. I'm not the artist that Brookeis. But | tried.”
"It's pretty violent," | said, ever the observer.

"So were the stories. | wonder why we liked them so much,” he said,
flipping through the sketchbook. "Dad would've had afit if held seen
these. Hed think there was something wrong with me.”
"Thereissomething wrong with you,” | said, grinning. Y oure aRaglan.”
"Wewere apretty creative bunch.”

"Not alot to doin thewinter."

"Remember the words we made up?'
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| nodded. "Jumblies”
"Gran made that one up. | mean like the Greasdls.”

"Theresult of Weasd and Groundhog mating,” | said with some authority.
"And the Eyestopper.”

"Oh, yeah," he said. "That was abad one. The evil poison that turns
children blind when they seethe sun.”

"And the goblinfire," he said. "Look." He showed meapagein the
sketchbook of aboy who might've been me, but with pointed €f ears, and
ablackness of night al around him. In the middle of the blacknesswas
asmudge of fiery yellow and orange.

We looked through some more of the sketches, pointing out what we
remembered. Thelittle ogre-girl who gobbled up people who said no to
her; the boy whose skin was made out of bubblegum and blew upinabig
pink bubble when hewanted to fly.

The most unusud one had me, Bruno, and Brooke al standing in arow
with our mouths open in screams, and the tops of our heads were exploding.

Undernegth this, Bruno had written in purple crayon:

BRAIN FARTS!!!

And then there was the picture that was of us playing the Dark Game.

| barely glanced &t it.

Inacircle, holding hands.

Three children.

Bruno, Brooke, Nemo.

Blindfolds over their eyes.

"I wasn't much of an artist,” Bruno said, and quickly closed his sketchbook.
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| awoke the next morning, with Bruno standing over my bed. He had on
what looked like long underwear. Something about the way he looked, his
hair dl scruffy in hisface, and something of an excited expression on

hisface, reminded me of him asakid. "Get up! Nemo, you gotta seethis!"
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After I'd rolled onto the floor, deepily trying to find my bathrobe,

Bruno dragged me from room to room until we came to my father's bedroom.
It was exactly as| remembered it: the king-sized bed with my

grandmother's quilt thrown over it and one goose down pillow at the head.

A small black-and-white televison on ameta stand by the window.

A lamp by the bed, with asmal round table beneath it, on which my
father kept the TV guide and hisnail clippers. Above the bed, a photo
of him and my mother on their wedding day.

"Look at this, look," Bruno said. He opened the doors to the wardrobe,
the very onewe had al squeezed into as
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children. It had wide doors, and when he drew them back, they reveded
my father's clothes, hanging. Bruno parted these. There was no back to
the wardrobe. It was open and went to the wall. The wallpaper had been
scraped back around a hole about four feet tall.

"Whet the hdl?*

"Y eah and it gets better,” Bruno said. He crouched down, stepping into
the wardrobe, and withdrew a stack of papers and magazines. "Haven't
completely gone through these, but want to see what Dad wasuptoin
heredl by hislonesome?’

He passed me the magazine on the top.

Savesof Lust wasthetitle. On the cover, a not-so-beautiful model
with large, doppy breasts covered from head to foot in rubber, only her
face showing through azipper. Othersin the pileincluded: Master and
Harem, Love Torture, and Punish the Naughty Ladly.

"Hewas an S&M porn hound,” Bruno said.

| didn't expect my father not to have aprivate sex life that involved

his hand (this somehow kept him purer for dl of us, who had hoped heldd
remain true to our mother, afantasy inits own way for kidswhose
mothers have run off), but when Bruno dumped the magazines on the bed,
they were plainly the kinds of pornography I'd never seen before. |

mean, |'d watched porn in college when someone had videotapes, and I'd
flipped through the odd Penthouse and the other assorted girlie magazines.
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But they'd seemed tame in comparison to what my dad had been stashing away.

Thekind that made me flinch alittle and not think well of people who
were pornographers. (Porn isafunny thing. When you see the mainstream
pornography, what Granny used to cdl "marriage manuds," it dl seems
full of happy, willing participants. Theré's an eement to human beauty

and fantasy init. But when you seethiskind, it looksasugly as

anything that is human can look. Cal me puritan. But watching people
being whipped or tied up wasn't my idea of eroticism. Not to say it's

not someone else's. To each hisor her own. Obvioudy, it was my dad's
ideaof aturn on. Cal me prude, but the last thing | wanted to find

was my dad's porn stash.)

"Y ou think it was 'cause Granddad used to best him?' Bruno asked.
"What?'

He shrugged. "1 don't know. If aguy isinto this, doesn't that just

mean he had alot of punishment asalad and it became eroticized? I've
known afew guyswho liked thiskind of stuff, and they al seemed to
have thiswhole discipline thing going on. Granddad had that bullwhip or
whatever that he kept above the door. It must've had some effect on Dad.”
"You'retaking about Dad. Chrigt. Givesmethewillies.

"Yeah. | guessit'sfreaky. Who knew?"

"Let'sjust throw it out,” | said.

"It'snot the porn that | care about,” Bruno said. He got down on his
hands and knees and crawled into the hole, groaning a bit where he
scraped his back. He back-crawled
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out, and brought with him a stack of letters. "Lots of this stuff. | put
somein my room, too. Look," hesaid. "All this stuff. And two thousand
cash." He pointed to the dresser. | went over to it, and touched the top
of what turned out to be three stacks of hundred-dallar bills, wrapped
in baggies, and bound with rubber bands.

"His bank account?"

"Mad money," Bruno said. "And these, too."

He came over to me, and passed me the letters he'd found.

At firg, | thought they were |etters from my mother to him. Love
|etters from when they were young.

| picked one of them up. Turned it over.



Dear Mia,

Please come back to us. The children miss you more than you can imagine,
and | am going crazy "without you. | didn't know londiness until you

left. Please fulfill my grestest wish, that you love me again, that you

love your children again. Nemo is nearly fourteen, and isgoing to bea
man soon. But he needs his mother. He doesn't always make correct
judgments, and I'm just not good at understanding why he's different

than | was as a boy. But you were so good with him. Brookieisas
beautiful asyou, and as bright. Y ou must see her. And Bruno il cries

for you at night, even though he barely remembers what you look like.

Please come home, Mia. Please. | loveyou and | wish
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that night had never happened between us. | will dwayslove you and
awayskeep alight on a Hawthorn for you. If you ever think for a
moment that | havelog al lovefor you, or that | hate you, know in
your heart that you are mistaken. Y ou are the only onefor me. You are
thelove of my life. You aremy only light.

| beg of you, on my knees, and to God, and to everything holy and sacred

in the world: Come home and be amother to your children, and if you

fed even an ounce of kindness and pity for me, come home. Come home and
take care of them, be their mother, hold them close. | am so sorry for

what | did to you.

Lovedways, Gordie
The letters were dusty and written on various kinds of paper- parchment,

typing paper, notepad paper, aswell as elegant Sationery. The
envelopes, from which my father had torn the letters before stacking

them al together, had a single address on them: ahouse in Sao Paulo,
Brazil. My mother's name: MiaRaglan.

It gave me alondy fedling to read through them, between the porn, like
aparade of the sacred and the profane.

| went and sat on his bed, and then lay back and put my head on the pillow.
| read |etter after letter.
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We ended up tossing the porn in the garbage without telling Brooke,

snce shewas ahit judgmental about anything to do with pictures of

naked women.

But the letters | passed to Brooke.



We dso gave her the money that was found, athough Bruno redly wanted
to keep some of it (he had debts, he said, and | told him | had bigger
debts, but it still should be for Brooke since there were billsto pay

at home).

Onthe sofain theliving room, while Bruno played something on the
piano that sounded vagudly like aclassca lullaby, Brookeflipped
through the | etters the way she might look over legd documents-with a
kind of spirited disnterest. "Hewrote these dl thetime."

"Hedidn't send them,”" | said. "I don't know why."

"He may have. They might've been returned. He said that some came back
unddiverable"

"Look at thedates," | said.

She glanced at the top right-hand corners of some of the letters. "Every
week," she said, nodding. " That makes sense. He aways went to the post
office on Monday morning. Sometimes there was nothing to mail, and he
gtill went. | saw him writing to her once. Hetold me hedid it because

he had to keep the faith."

"Heredly loved her."

"l suppose hedid,” shesaid. "l was never sure of it. I'd guesshewas
angry at her. For leaving. | dwayswondered if they redly loved each
other at any time. He told me she had
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menid breakdowns more than once. Sometimes | wonder if hewasn't just a
caretaker for her. But | guess he still wanted her to come home. All
these letters. Sent back. She must've hated dl of us.”

| didn't jJump on her comment, which seemed cold. It had been arough
timefor dl of us

Bruno, playing the piano, stopped. He said, "He never sent them. Check
the envelopesagain.”

Brooke held up one of the envelopes. "Oh. We missed it." She passed it
to me. "Bruno'sright. No postmark. He must've just written these and
held on to them.”

"Poor guy,” | said.
Bruno turned around on the piano bench. "He used to hit her,” he said,

that Brunoesgue anger riang in hisvoice asif he could go from"cam”
to"storm" in secondsflat.



"Hedid not," | sad.

"Sure hedid. | saw him. She came and got me. | was maybethree. | just
remember he hit her. Hewasydlling at her, and he hit her, and | was

there, and she picked me up and took me up to her room. She snuggled up
to mein the bed, crying. He tore her dress, and he made her cry, and he
hit her. It'savivid memory. That'sthefirst timel remember not
likinghima dl."

"Y ou might be remembering wrong," Brooke said. ™Y ou always remember
thingsalittle twisted and negative.”

"Not damn likely,” Bruno said.

"From the age of three?' Brooke let out amocking laugh "Evenif he hit
her-and | still don't believe it-maybe it was just once. And abad time."

"You bdievethat?' Bruno asked. "Y ou think it's okay for
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aguy to hit hiswife under any circumstances, Brooke? Y ou think he took
us out to that smokehouse and used the belt on us, and he didn't use it
on her at some point?’

"Wewerekids," she said, her own piss-and-vinegar risng. "Hewas
gpanking us. It's not the same.”

"I watched him spank Nemo onetime," Bruno said. "1 stood in the corner
of that freezing cold place, and | saw blood on Nemo's rear end. He
wasn't just spanking us.”

"Shut up,” Brooke said. "Just shut up. He's dead now. Let it go. Jesus,
you'd think he never did anything for you. Y ou'd think because he
gpanked us a couple of times-"

"It wasn't just spanking,” Bruno said, disgust rising in hisvoice.
"Spanking akid isdifferent. What | saw him do to Nemo waswhip him."

Ashesaid thewords, | tried to remember atimewhen | felt asif my
father had whipped me, but | could not. It was agreat blank spot for
me. | remembered hating the place of punishment and Dad's anger, but |
could not for thelife of me ever redly remember feding that hed gone
overboard.

Bruno turned back around and began banging something out on that upright
piano that sounded like nothing but noise &t firgt.

Brooke shot me a glance that seemed to befull of curiosity.



Then we recognized the tune-it was Jesu, Joy of Man's Desiring.
We had dl heard it aslittle children, from our mother's music box.

The cloud that hung low, the mystery and depression and traumawed dl
sustained from this shocking murder of our
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father, remained, but asthe daysrolled out | began to redize that we
were dl that was|eft of us. We still could remake oursalves, grow back
together a bit, get dong. My heart felt abit heavy with the knowledge
that somewhere out there, my father's killer was wandering free. |

didn't trust the universe enough to think they'd get him anytime soon.

Bruno confided in methat there wasn't much money |eft; perhapsten
thousand dollars after some debts Dad had accrued, plus the two thousand
Bruno had found upgtairs Twelve thousand sounded like alot to the two

of us, but we knew that it wasn't much of a savings. Brooke would need

it for her own life as much as Bruno and | wanted to paw at it

oursalves. Brooke had to run the business and Hawthorn. | didn't redly
want Hawthorn, and neither did Bruno. We saw our futures off-idand.

"What kind of debts? He was cheap."

Bruno shrugged. "He spent money like anyone e se. There's some company
in New Y ork held buy books or something from." He shook his head. "Maybe
that was the porn. Who knows? | found receipts for other stuff."

"But thebusiness" | said. "It was running okay?"

The business was the store my dad had in the village, the one that
Brookeran. A small sundries store, it was adirect competitor for the
larger Croder-Sharp-Callahan Store, which aways turned a profit.
Apparently, my dad's store had been losing money. It ranitsdlf, it paid
Brooke's meager sdary
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which alowed Hawthorn to keep up appearances, but it didn't run into
profit, even during the abundant summertime,

"l guessyou didn't know some money was missing,” Bruno said.

"Grogan told me something about money problems. But | didn't think it
was anything other than Dad having no financial sense.”

Bruno snorted. "W, it was hislife. And hismoney. | guess given that
he dwaysdid thingshisway, it'sfine, right?' Hehad chdlengein his
eyes, but | was not up for an argument over Dad's corpse.



"Maybeit'stime we sold off some of Hawthorn,” | suggested. "Not the
house. | mean, maybe the woods, or over by the creek. There'salot of
unused acreage. It'sworth something. We could keep five acres around
the house and sdll therest.”

"Brooke wouldn't let it happen,” Bruno said.
| glanced at him with some curiogity. ™Y ou need money, don't you?"

"I don't give adamn about the money,” hesaid. "l just giveadamn
about what Brooke's gonna need now. She's stuck here.”

"Well, when things are better, well dl st down and figure thisout,”

| said. "If Brooke needs money to stay here, well figureit out. She's
closing the store for a couple of weeks. | like the idea of helping her
out alittle. | just wish | weren't the officia fuck-up that | am.”

"I'm officidly the fuck-up,” Bruno said. "I'm the one who hated Dad.
I'm the one who thinks bad about everything. |
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drink too much. Just right now. | think | need to stop drinking."

"No, no," | said. "We both drink too much. Actudly, | watched you. Y ou
had three beerslast night. To some people that's barely drinking."

"To others, it'sacoholism,”" hesad.

"l wasn't fond of Dad either,” | admitted. "I can't for thelife of me
figure out why. Hewasn't meanto me. | indgst: I'm the family fuck-up.”

"Nope," Bruno said. "I'm the family fuck-up. Nemo, you don't even want
to know."

| shook my head, enjoying this. ™Y ou'rein the minor leagues. I'm the
major league fuck-up. Who e se got run out of town at eighteen? Who else
can't hold ajob for ayear a atime? Who else-"

"Y ou wrote a book."

It wastrue. I'd written afantasy novel afew yearsprevious. It was
published. No one bought or read it. It had been my dreamto bea
writer, but by twenty-eight that dream had eroded.

"Lotsof fuck-upswrite books" | said. "Librariesarefull of the

evidence. Y ou're the athlete with the good grades and the charm who
everyone loves. Y ou can play the piano. | lose agirlfriend every timel
say | like her. | lose ajob when they discover how incompetent | am.”

"Okay," Bruno sighed. "I've got atrump card. I'm gay.'



| sat therein dlence. The word hadn't quite registered. Bruno? Gay? My
little brother?"Wow. Wow. Bruno. Wow! That's newsto me."
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"Yeah," hesad. "To you. Dad knew. That'swhy he didn't love having me
staying in the house. Dad was ahomophobe. Y ou know what? | think he
hated me, too. Since | was born. He told me he thought | was doing it to
get back at him for something. Don't tell Paulette Doone. Shelll do an
exorcism.” Then he added, "Y ou shocked?"

"You knew hewas gay?' | asked Brooke as soon as we had aminute alone.
She was pulling clothes out of the dryer, while trying to keep the two
dogs from getting into the laundry room.

"Of course," shesaid. "Here, help fold.”

"Not good at this," | said, as she passed me some warm towels.
"Folding? Or getting used to having agay brother?"

"Folding. | don't care that he'sgay."

"Yes, youdo," shesad. "I knew it when he was twelve. He told me when
he was Sixteen.”

"Toldyou?

"What, you were around for him to talk to?" she asked, and it stopped me
cold. "Hewanted to tell you, but apparently you didn't want to stay on

the phone with him long enough to talk abouit it. Bruno has alot of

anger about Dad, and | think some of it isdirected at you. He assumed,
from some comment you made to him once, that you'd be like Dad about it."
"I would not ever-damnit,” | said. "Damnit." Shewasright. | vaguely
remembered along phone cdl, very late a
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night, when Bruno had been sad over something that had happened-1 assume
he had broken up with agirl in college-and he never quite got to the

point. But it had been mostly me, not wanting him to get to the point.

Not redly even listening the one time Bruno had seemed to open up to me
asan adult. | had never been there for him at al, past the age of

twelve. Even then, | wastoo preoccupied with my girlfriend and buddies

and getting up to no good. Bruno must've fdt alittle lost not having
someoneto talk to about it. | felt terrible. GUILT rose up withinme. |

had been an awful older brother.

"Oh," Brooke said. She waited a beat before speaking again. "Hehasa



boyfriend. Cary Conklin. Try not to be too shocked."
"Thisfamily will never ceaseto amazeme," | said. "Good for him."

She dropped the sheets she'd bunched up in apile on the floor. She
squeezed my arm. "'I'm glad you're home, even under the circumstances.
Y ou should gay alittlelonger thistime."

"Yeah," | said. And meant it. "It dways amazesmewhat | don't know
about stuff around here. Do you redlize that none of usredly knows
esch other?'

"Y ou mean, you don't know us very well anymore," she said.
"Busted,” | said, nodding.

"What drove you from this house?' she asked, asif it werethe
welghtiest question in the universe.

| didn't even need to think about it. "I aways felt something was
rotten here," | said. "And | never knew why. But
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maybe | was just so messed up then. It'slikeit was adifferent life,
not the one | have now."

"It's because Mom |eft,” she said. "Dad dways said that. He said you
took off because you'd been abandoned more than any of us. He said you
cried and cried the night she left and begged her to stay, and then you
blamed him."

| tried to remember this, but none of it came. "1 guess| buried it al.”

"| did that, too," she said. "Bruno seemsto be the only one who doesn't
bury stuff. He just throwsit al out there on the wall. Sometimestoo

"I know so little about Bruno,” | said. "Isthere anything about you |
need to know?"'

She gave me acurious sare, asif she were about to surprise me with
something. "Nothing you don't aready know," shesaid. "l gave up on
lovethisfal. That kind of love-the kind that's about two souls

binding together. And so on. It seemsalittle empty to even think about
it after what happened, the whole idea of dating. It seemstrivid.
Anything | want to do seemstrivid. After that." That'swhat shed
called our father's murder. She swore she could not even remember
gtting in the smokehouse with hisbody, or what it looked like, or how
shefdlt. It had been that bad of ashock. All she could say was"after
what happened,” "after that,” or smply, "after.” | wondered how many



years needed to go by before dl of uswould somehow get better from
this. "l refuse to go out on any more dateswith loca men until | know
that they're not just here because they have no place eseto go.”

"That'swhat | fed like. | have no placeelseto go,” | said.
"Y ou dways have Hawthorn. By therights of the firstborn,
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the house is probably yours." She said this serioudly, asif she
believedit.

" Spoken like someone who doesn't give adamn.? Well, it'syours. It has
been sncewe werekids."

"I'm not sure | loveit anymore,” she said. "Not like | did then.
Sometimesit'slike a prison. It's like a place with too many doors. And
none of them lead outside. Even before. Sometimesit'slike asplinter
insde methat won't come out. Someone said something to me awhile ago
that's been bugging me. Someone said that he thought we were too
incestuous™

"You and Dad?'

She shot me alook that was haf-grimace and haf mocking. "God, no. All

of us. Hetold methat I'd never find amate because | was too caught up
inthisfamily. Whichisridiculous, isnt it? Were ahdf-assed family

now. Mom's gone, Dad's dead. Bruno hated Dad. | think he doesn't like me
too much anymore. Y ou both have lives e sewhere. How can we be incestuous?’
"Who sad it?"

"Joe Grogan," she said. "But do you think we are? Thiswhole Raglan

thing? How we keep too separate from everyone here? How Dad didn't like
our friends, and how we had those games we al played and kept other

kids away?Wasit unhedthy?'

"We played with Harry when we were lads."

"I meant in generd,” she said, somewhat tetily.

"What's bothering you?' | asked.

"Nothing," shesad.

"Joe said that just to hurt you."
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"Y ou know what?' shesaid. "l think al three of us aren't meant to be



happy. Maybe we were too close here. | dwaysfet like | was betraying
him to have alife outsde Hawthorn. | felt likeif | did, it would be

like Mom leaving, or you or Bruno taking off. Can | ask you something?
Something | don't want to be judged on?

"Of course.”

"Do you bdievein ghods?'
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Before| could answer, Brooke jumped in with, "Not ghosts asin dead
people. | mean, the idea of someone haunting someone. The ideathat
inside a person, there can be another person.”

"Y ou mean, psychologicaly?'

"Maybe. That might beit. It'sDad I'm thinking of. He dwaystold me
that someone haunted him. He didn't start talking abouit it 'til last

year, when we werefighting. He sarted drinking again, and we ... well,
wegot intoit. Yelling a each other. I'm not proud of it, but it

happened. And he told me that he thought he waslosing his mind because
he felt like someone was haunting him. Do you think there are such

things as hauntings?'
“No."
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"I think | do," shesaid. "I think | believe there's one here. | think
Dad was haunted. And | think | am, too."

That night, as| lay in bed, | had the disturbing fedling that there was
awoman in the room.

Standing near my bed.

Please don't let it be Brooke naked, degpwalking, her fingers running
al over her body.

| opened my eyesin the dark, expecting to see Brooke, but no one was there.
Y et each time| closed my eyes, | had the distinct impression: awoman.

Not afigure, and not aman. If | opened my eyes, she would be gone.
Once| closed them again, shed gtill be there, a phantom.

And not only standing there, but angry.

| had this sense, it was crawling around in my brain and body, asif |
could detect her aura. Anger and madness. It pissed me off that it took



me S0 long to fal adeep. | could picture nothing about her, but it was

like anegative image behind my eyeswhen | closed them. It wasall that
ghost and haunting talk that Brooke had been going on about. It

influenced metoo much in thelate night. It frightened mealittle, as

well, because it reminded me of the madness our father had told us that

our mother possessed. | wondered if we each would go mad someday-some
biologica imperative, somelittle sgnd sent out from an obscured part

of thebrain. That
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we'd somehow begin to show signs of menta breakdown. | wondered if
Brooke had aready been experiencing this. | wondered if it wasthe
reason we had ever played that awful game as children, where our minds
seemed to work differently afterward.

| felt my inner life was unquiet. Restless. Congtant thought, constant
debating over family and my father's deeth and what | sensed versus what
| didn't-my brain didn't seem to stop at night at dl. | tossed and

turned, and wrapped mysdlf in the comforter and blankets, and then threw
them off the bed and rolled up in the top shest.

| don't know when deep findly came, but soon after, | awoke to hear
Brooke screaming.

Three bloodcurdling shrieks, the like of which I'd never heard before. |
stumbled out of bed and called to her.

All the doors were closed, so | had to open the five doors that
separated my room from Brooke's-Bruno had come running as well.

Asl went, | could seethefirst morning sunlight out the windows.
When we got to Brooke's room, she was sound asdeep in her bed.

On her dressar, at her bedside table, even on the windowsill: small
votive candles, dl nurang smdl flames.

Bruno and | stared at each other for asecond. Bruno whispered, "That's
jucfeed."

| figured he meant having heard the scream, or even the burning candles,
but he pointed to the big window over her bed, the shades up, the
curtains drawn back.
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It was asif just seconds before we'd gotten there, Brooke had taken her
finger and rubbed words across the condensation on her bedroom window,



then had breathed heavily on it so they'd show up.

The words were written largely enough to be read from across the room:
HERE COMESA CANDLE TOLIGHT YOU TO BED
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All right, let me put it dl down here: When we werelittle kids, wed
played that damned game asif it werered, and we broke the main rule
about not playing it after dark.

We played it when we weren't supposed to, and | suspected that it
screwed with our heads, only | wasn't sure how to talk about it. It had
an accompanying dose of shame with it, and adecent bit of fear. (And it

wasfun.)

It turned bad when we couldn't stop playing it. When we'd sneak away,
and put on the blindfolds and start going into the Dark Game.

Start going whereit went.

Brooke had been most affected by the Dark Game, and by the Brain Fart.
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She had been the one who had nearly died at the age of eight, afterward.
Her heart had nearly stopped, at least that's what it had seemed like to
me. | practically got hysterical and kept telling our father that she

needed to go to a hospital, but he told meit wasn't that bad.

"She'shad afright,” he said. First he brought her temperature down

with anice bath. He made me his assstant, and he had me running al

over the house for the thermometer, the ear drops, the nose drops, and
the Vicks VapoRub to help her breathe better.

Dad kept her in warm blankets for two weeks after that, and spoon-fed
her, and wouldn't let her so much as go to the bathroom by hersdlf until

he was sure she was better.

After that, he took me by the hand down to the duck pond, and he told me
that if | ever played the Dark Game again, he would make surethat |

lived to regret it.

| lied to him and told him | never would play it again.

But my fingerswere crossed, so it didn't count. Or so | thought.

Asl grew up, | lived to regret pretty much everything.



"Locks," Brooke said. "I want new locks on every door."

| stood in the doorway, having just come back from a hike with the dogs
down through the woods. It was two in the afternoon-the earliest | had
seen Brooke get up in afew days. "How many?'
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"Seven," she said. "For the outside doors. | want at least two for the
ingde"

"All right," | sad.
"Deadbolts. All of them," shesaid.
"Not for theingde" | sad.

"Insgdeand out," shesaid. "I'm sorry. | just haven't felt safe. We can
cdl alocksmithif you want."

"No, | candoit. Dad'stools ill around?’

She nodded and went to show me where the tool kit was-under our father's
desk in hisden on thefirst floor. The desk was piled high with folders

and papers. "He was doing some genedlogicd research,” she said.

| flipped through some of the papers, but have to admit that | began
feding very numb doing it. | felt asif | were picking over hisbones.

"It'sthe Raglans going back to before William the Conqueror,” she said
with some wigtfulnessin her voice. "He spent too much time on it. But
sometimesit wasthe only thing hedid a night.”

| pulled thetool kit out-alarge metal suitcase that my father had
loved dearly. | crouched down and opened it.

"Seven deadbolts," Brooke repeated, as she stood over me. "Might aswell
be the same key for al of them. Can you do that?'

| glanced up at her. "Sure. It'sjust akey assembly.”
"Good," she said.
"Why ingde?'

"l don't fed safe,” shesaid. "I want the doorsto the upstairs hal to
lock. Both ends of the hall."
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"That's not practical. If thereésafireand it'slocked and we can't



getthekey ..."

She thought amoment, and then lifted her hands asif weighing options.
"Get enough keys so that they can be on the inside of each door.”

| murmured something that might've had the words "fire code” in them.
"Mumblespesk?' she asked.

"What?'

"Y oure mumbling.”

"I'mjust not sureif the fire department would like that. If someone
needed to get out, during afire, they might not have their key. And you
have those candles going in your room at night.” | thought of the
candles she kept burning in her room at night. There must have been at
least ten or twelve of them. Thelast thing | wanted to worry about in
Hawthorn was afire.

"I don't care," shesaid. "l wouldn't mind a deadbolt for my bedroom,
but snceit dready locksfrom theingde, I'll befinewithiit.
Theresakiller somewhere. | want to fed safe. | can't deep at night.
Every little noisefrightensme.” She said thisasif it were obvious,

even though I'd never redlly seen her be afraid of anything. "'l wishwe
could get better locks for the windows. When | can, | want to replace them."
"We can get an darm system.”

"| already ordered one," she said. "But it won't be here for another week."
"l don't blameyou," | said.

"I don't want anyone coming near us," shesaid.

"Areyou dl right?" | asked.
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"I'm just being sensible. We need to keep this place locked up. It's not
safe here anymore.”

"Thismorning, early, you cried out. Y ou were adeep.”

"| was probably dreaming,” she said. As she passed me on her way out the
door, she added, "Would you mind doing the locks today?"

"Fine" | said. "Areyou panting or cleaning something?'

She glanced back at me from the doorway. "What?'



"I keep smdling turpentine.”
"Oh," shesaid. "I paint sometimes. At night.”

"Shepaints?' | asked Bruno, stopping him during one of hisgrest
concertos at the piano that had been giving me abit of aheadache. |
wasn't about to complain. | figured if he was getting creetive like

that, it probably was healthy. I1t's how he had released rage as akid,
and | knew he had built up alot of it over the past severd years. Just
asit might be hedthy that Brooke was painting again, asshehad asa
young child.

"Does anyonein thisfamily ever ask aquestion directly to the person
that it'sabout?' he responded, with a somewhat bemused expression.

"God, | can tdll you've been shrunk. That sounds like therapy-spesk.
Brooke's too sengtive about her drawings,” | said. "Since shewaslittle.”

"Well, yeah, she paints,” he said. "She set up the back of the
greenhouse like a studio. She's pretty good. Hey, you using the tub by
Dad'sroom?'
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"No," | said. "Hissuff'sill inthere. | fed weird about it. I'm
using the downgairs shower."

"Maybe Brooke's using it. Something's leaking downdtairs. | thought it
might be the caulking in the tub," he said. "Check the calling in the
dining room. Theresawater spot over toward the window. It grows by
legps and bounds. Daily."

"Shit," | said. " bet the same pipes are in here that were therein 1895."
"Atleadt," Brunosad. "l wish | knew alittle about house maintenance.
Other than from watching This Old House. | mainly just know how to tear
wadlsdown."

"Hawthornisthe origind ThisOld House," | said. "Call aplumber.”

He shook his head, laughing. " 'Call a plumber,’ he says."

Then he pressed hisfingersto the piano keys and began playing again.
While Brooke was adeep, early in the day, | walked back through the
roomsto get to the very end of the house. The greenhouse door was open,
and | went throughiit.

Past the empty pots and stacks of gardening tools, stood an easdl that

waslow to thefloor. On it ahaf-finished canvas. Brooke had been
painting the woods out back, and using some kind of gray wash for a



background that seemed to heighten the color of fire-for she painted a
firein the woods. It was not half bad.

Behind this, severd jars of water full of thin paintbrushes, a can of
turpentine, and small gray cloths. Crushed tubes of
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oil paints-nine or ten of them-lay beside the easdl aswell. Four or
five canvasesleaned againg the glasswal beyond dl this.

| crouched down and lifted one up.

It was medium-sized, and at first | wasn't sure what it was of-three
indigtinct figures standing in what looked likeadimly lit room.

Then | redized the figureswere us as children. Their faceswere gray

and unfinished, but there was no mistaking Bruno in hislittle red

T-shirt, with hisyellow hair, at the age of four. Brooke, with her hair
graight and long; and me, scrawny and wearing my jeansthat were torn

at the knees. We held hands, standing in acircle.

It was the Dark Game. We were playing.

| was impressed with her memory-to have been able to paint these images,
remembering the clothes we had worn at one time. Remembering how our
bodies|ooked. Even if she couldn't quite remember our faces then.

| set this canvas back down and reached for the one behind it.

Inthis painting, it was our father's face, but young. Y ounger than |

could remember, 0 | assumed it might've been from an old photograph. He
had a smile, and she had managed to capture apeculiar brightnessin his
eyes. Something wastoo flat about it, asif she hadn't quite mastered
perspective or even the interplay of light and dark. But it looked so

much like himinitsdetails. | pressed my thumb against my forehead to
ward off aheadache. | can't believe hesgone. | can't believeit.

| set thisone down, carefully, behind thefirst.
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Then | pulled up thethird canvas.

Thisonel found disturbing.

It was apainting of Brooke herself. At least, | believe it was Brooke.

She stood on the front porch of Hawthorn. She was naked. Therewasrain.

She had painted her breasts and stomach and thighs completely red, asif



smeared with blood.
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| put the canvases back in place. | managed to spend the rest of the

day, from morning 'til night, putting deadbolts on each of the doorsto

the outside. The front door, back door, the door from the kitchen that
went down to the brick walkway out to what had once been my mother's
garden, the door to the fenced-in area at the east Side of the house,
where the dogs could be let out to wrestle and gambol al day. And the
door that came off the greenhouse, to the side and back of the house.

The doorsto the front and back hallways seemed problematic to me. |
redlly worried about the possibility of afire. One had broken out once,
many years before my birth, but had been contained to the kitchen and
front room. | realy wondered what would happen if there were afireon
the dairs,
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and we had two locked doors. So, instead of deadbolts, | put on ordinary
locks such that each door could be unlocked without a key from theinside.

Severd daysin, | got acal from Joe Grogan, asking meto comein for
afew more questions. | borrowed Brooke's truck and went to the station
at about three in the afternoon. Joe's office was very much asit had

been when | was aboy. I'd been hauled in once or twice when it was
suspected I'd broken in with agang of my friendsto one of the summer
peopl€e's places. Not only had | never donethis, but | had no gang of
friends. Other than Harry Withers, and later Pola Croder, | hadn't

really made many close friends-let done agang.

| felt like aboy again, walking in there,

Joe was not alone. A woman of at least thirty, short cropped red hair,
looking severe and somewhat like apigeon (gray clothes and a sort of
beak for anose), stood, leaning abit againgt his desk.

"Nemo Raglan, thisisHomicide Detective Rdeigh.”

"From Hyannis," she said, clipping her words asif smdl tak werean
annoyance for her. She stepped toward me to shake my hand.

"Shejust needsto ask afew questions,” Joe said.

"Take aseat, Mr. Raglan,” the detective said. She had astony look on
her face. "I don't want to waste your time. Thiswill be brief."

"Sounds good,” | said, feding somewhat nervous.
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"Y ou arrived the day after the body was discovered,” she said.

"es"

"Y our Sster cdled you the previous night. Do you recall precisely when?!
"No. It was sometime before midnight. | was out that night with afriend.”
"Does your answering machinelog thetime?

| shrugged. "Yes. But | erased thetape. | dwaysdo. Once ... I've
heard the messages.”

"But you can guessthat at the earliest, she might've cdled when?"
"Well, shetold me she cdlled around nine."
"But shemight've called erlier.”

"l hadn't been home since morning. | went to work, then went out after
work."

"Y ou left Burnley when you were eighteen?’

| glanced at Joe. Then back a theinvestigator. "Yes."

| glanced a Joe again. "Isthis something | need alawyer for?"

Raegh amiled. "Let metdl you, were having atough timewith this
one, Mr. Raglan. For various reasons. It would be helpful if we could at

least learn more about your father's relationship within hisown family.”

"Wadl, it wasagood one. | wasabad kid, basically. | don't know why.
Therewasjust something here that made me want to get away. | hated
thisvillage, and thisidand. | ft stuck. | wasaso stupid. | just

wanted to get away, so | did. | haven't been that close to my sister or
brother or father snce then. Wdll, 'til now."
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"Did you know about your sster's menta state?' she asked.

mWhat?

"Detective," Grogan said.

She continued. " She'd been depressed. Neighbors mentioned to us that she
sometimes wandered at night-since late November. She was seen once out

on theroad in front of the house, completely naked. Y our brother
mentioned finding her in such agtate, degpwalking. She'seven



contemplated suicide.”

"Brooke? | don't believethat." | stood up, pushing the chair back. "I'm
sorry, Joe, but it sounds like you're looking to scapegoat Brooke."

"Shetold us" Raeigh said. "Shedidn't hideit. She showed us scarson
her arms. Have you seen them?”

"It wasn't exactly a suicide atempt,” Bruno snagpped when | told him.
"She said that she'd falen adeep. Sheld been taking a bath, and she
hasthe little plastic pillow that floats-in the tub-and shefdll

adeep. Sheadmost drowned. But it wasn't an attempted suicide.”

"l don't think it was about the bathtub,” | told him.
We were at yet another of our favorite watering holesin thevillage

that night, having one beer too many. "Thisinvestigator said there were
scars. On her ams.”

"It was the upstairs bathroom,” Bruno said, testinessin hisvoice.
"With the diding glass door for the shower. Dad's.
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When she woke up, she panicked, coming up from the water, and smashed
it. She cut her arms a bit, but nothing much. Nothing deep. It fresked

her out. She was embarrassed. She said she tracked blood into her room
and had to wash it dl up that night.”

"Were you there?'

"No. But | know Brooke. If shed tried to kill hersdf, shed have done
thejob right.”

Out of curiogity, | went upstairs and down the long hallway of roomsto
my sister's bathroom one morning when she was sound adeep. The glass
doorsto the bathtub were gone, athough the frame around them remained.
It definitely broke. | |€ft it at that.

For thetimebeing.

| grew restless. | began to fed asif Hawthorn had become a prison. We
certainly were too incestuous, too much in each other's business, too

much on top of each other'slives. | felt like hopping thefirst ferry

off theidand, just to be away from both of them: Bruno and Brooke,
brother and sister.

And that house.

And that smokehouse with its residue of murder.



At twilight, | took awalk into the village, wrapped in abig overcoat
and gloves and hat-fedling asif | just wanted to freeze alittle, just
fed the cleanness of air and the freshness of the sea breeze.
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As| waked aong the road, snow fell o lightly that it was barely
perceptible at fird.

By thetime| reached thevillage, it was pitch black with very little

moon shining through the overhang of clouds. The stregtlamps of Main
Street werewell lit, but the block | strolled dong was completely
empty. Half the shops were boarded up for the winter; the other half, on
the north side of the street, were open. A few had just closed for the
night.

| stood for afew minutes and watched the faint beginnings of snow spin
downward, and | watched some of the shopkeepers lock up their stores.

Croder-Sharp-Callahan was still open.

It was alongish building with Victorian flourishes dong its rooftop

and awraparound porch. It probably had begunitslifein thevillage as
agreat spread of ahouse. When the store had taken over, it had worked
hard to retain that charm of the turn of the nineteenth to the twentieth
century, as had many of the shops on Main Street. Thelightswere on
insde, and | could see the rows of food and household supplies.

And then | saw her there. Through the dightly blurry window of the Sore.
Pola Croder.

It was asif | were not standing across the street, with acar or two
passing between me and the Store. It was asif | wereright there, next
to her, looking &t her.

She stood behind the old lunch counter, an apron wrapped around her
broad and lovely hips, her blond hair
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pulled back. She had gained alittle weight since high school, but | had
to admit, it looked damn good on her and gave curvesto her formerly

angular body.

Work up the nerve, you mousg, | told mysdlf. | wished | could've downed
abeer just to give mysdf that warm, false courage of hops and foam.

Y ou've spent your life running from her. Y ou have to make it right.
Somehow. Y ou haveto at least let her close the door on you. Again.



| went into Croder-Sharp-Cadlahan, its front door practically dapping
meontheassas| stepped over itsthreshold.

Inside, the lights were bright and flat. | saw afew faces | recognized.

Y ou can't grow up in atown that smdl and not know everyone. Even if
you move away for several years, you come back and you still know
everyone. Truthis, timetruly does stop there and only beginsagain
upon your return. "Neem," they said, and | said "Hey" to each of them
and they said "Hey" back, and then we al got down to the business of
ordering what might be the worst Chinese food on the planet, but the
only kind available on theidand.

"Pola" | said.
| wasn't sureif shewould ever look my way.
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In her teens, her hair had been white-blond, and she had glossy red
lipstick and | et cigarettes hang out of her mouth asif she wanted aguy
to flick them out and kiss her. She was the closest thing to glamorous
we had in Burnleyside.

Pola. That name came from her Russian father, but it had been an
unfortunate one in our childhood. We had called her PolaBear on the
playground, and because she had the usual amount of baby fat straight up
until her teen years, this nickname no doubt hurt.

All right, | had never called her PolaBear. | was an outcast even then,
and | felt agreat deal of sympathy for anyone who was bullied or called
names. Thefact that we dl had funny names (with the exception of the
few Bills, Daves, Annes, and Debbies among us) didn't seem to stop any
of thekidsfrom
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picking out someoneto ridicule for name aone. AsNemo, | was often
caled "Feebo" (you figure out how it got from oneto the other, and you
will have discovered the secret of childhood crudty).

But there was Pola, at Croder-Sharp-Callahan. She was no longer the
pointy-chinned little weirdo from childhood, the girl with adirty face
and adirty dress. By high schoal, | had found her completely
irresstible, and we'd falen inlove fast and stayed that way until

about the end of my senior year. | had adored every inch of her, the
smdl of her, the brain of her, the laugh of her.



Shefindly turned and said her "Hey," and took my order of chicken chow
mein and egg drop soup. | wasn't sureif sherecognized meat dl. My
heart seemed to beat too fast. | felt my throat dry up abit, but

soothed it with some warm tea.

Seaing her again, | will admit, | flt that lust hunger that wasn't as
awful asl suspect womenthinkiitis.

| wanted to hold her, and kiss her, and somehow be with her again.
| figured it would never happen.
| felt five timesthe loser for even wanting it.

The chicken chow mein was as smooth as ever, and the soup, though tepid,
satisfied. It was difficult to even notice the taste because Polawas

nearby. | kept glancing at her, out of the corners of my eyes. Had she
recognized me at dl whilel durped at the cup? While | wiped a my

chin? Poladidn't seemed to have noticed me beyond the way she might
notice any other local entering the place. Certainly others said their
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"heys' with more marked enthusiasm, and with questions about my travels
to the outer edges of the universe. Heré'swhat | can recal of Pola,
standing behind the counter with her smudge-stained white gpron, her
breasts so noticeable asto be an entirely separate creature

paragiticaly attached to her chet, her hair shiny in the fluorescent

lights that hummed above us. She was a beauty, and not just on the
small-town Burnley 1dand scae, but she would've been a beauty
anywhere, and it was not her bra size, or the blondness, but it was her
eyes and her rather direct use of them when happy, sad, annoyed, or
disturbed.

Shelooked asif she had lived her life once with some recklessness, and
now relived it with wisdom and understanding and a certain amount of
unpleasant resgnation.

And s0, therewas |; there was Pola; and between us, ameta counter, an
gpron, and my understanding that there would be no time to again make
out beneath the school bleachers, or to dance beneath icy moonlight on
the edge of aclear and frozen lake while my father's car idled at the
roadside, nor would there be another second of stealing akiss and
feding like athief. Whether it came at thirty, or at forty, or at

fifty, it didn't matter. | had already begun to long for what was past

and what could not be grasped again.

And then the little miracle begen.

She came over to me and drew a chair back acrossthetable.



"It'sterrible what happened,” she said. "Y our father was a good man.”

"Yeah," | said. | wanted to say: | tried to call. But that sounded so
lame. | wanted to say: |'ve thought about you for the past ten years. |
just wasn't sure what that really meant.

162

Instead, we got to talking families and pasts and presents, but aways

with somekind of unanswered question about where love goes. How doesiit
ever redly change? Y ou can tdl me that when you weretruly inlove

with someone, and it ended, that you no longer love that person, but |

won't be the one to believe you. Anyone | had ever loved-in my heart,

not just in my flesh or in my mind, | till loved. They had remained

with mein someway that was maddeningly difficult to pinpoint.

Pola seemed to have set her expression in stone: neither smile nor
flatline, her lipswere dightly parted asif she were about to whistle.

Then, "Wl it's good to see you here, anyway. Y ou should come around
and meet my son.”

"Ah." That wasdl | said. Mention of her son reminded me of dl the
reasons I'd left Burnley 1dand behind. Sheand | werein love. | wasin
love with her. Shewasin love, but not with me. She had fooled mefor a
time into believing she adored me. But she had aready moved on-she was
pregnant at eighteen, and shetold me, tearsin her eyes, that it was
another boy, afew years older. She was going to marry him. She wept on
my deeve, and | held her on along summer's night. She had kept saying
to me how right it was that we should break up, that she wanted to stay
her wholelife on theidand, that sheloved it there, and that | was

going to get out in the world and would've hated her more for trying to
keep me there. The whole time she'd told me this, when we were both
eighteen, | had hated her. Hated her in the only way that alover could.

It seemed careless of her-to me- that | should give her the purity of my
love and be willing to dedicate my lifeto her, and she had just

trampled on that by
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deciding on amore suitable guy. And | felt myself turn cold. Even at
eighteen. Bitter and cold, and | never wanted to see her again.

She had turned on me, and | had been too immature to handleit. | had
run, and used any excuse | could to go.

But now, seeing her, it brought back everything. The pop songs and the
clicheswereal correct: Loveisadranger. Loveisabattlefield.
Loveisafour-letter word. Loveisamiracle.

But | added anew clicheto the mix when | was eighteen:



Loveisaprison, and the only way out isto open the door yourself, and
walk awvay.

| glanced at her hand. | just stared at that sucker, and | wanted to
touchit. | wanted to hold her hand. To listen to her for awhile. |

could not get theidea out of my mind that we should bein each other's
arms, pressing together, melting againgt each other.

Wetaked old times, and laughed, and hesitated alittle. She shut the
store down, and | told her 1'd walk her home.

Just as| had done as a teenager.

Outside, the snow continued.

The snow swirled and shivered asit fell beneath the streetlamps.
Polawould not look at me aswe waked dong Main Street with dl its
yelow and blue and red holiday lights strung along the stores. She
gtill wore the large white apron, and it spread across her hips, tied
tight around the back, accentuating her
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curves, her hair was pulled back severely, and an impish part of me
wanted to pull a the bands holding it up and let it fall down around
her shoulders.

She stopped. Asif she could read my mind. The snow moved around her
face as she stood benesth the lamplight at the end of the Street. Her
eyes seemed radiant to me. "Sometimesthe past isstupid,” she said.
"Would you do things differently if you could go back?'

| nodded. "Pretty much everything."

She gave me aknowing look. "Well, me, too."

Her brief words, me, too, confused me.

| felt something I'd never quite experienced. It waslikeasmall voice
inmy head that said: Y ou can spend your whole life not telling the
truth about who you areinsde. Lifeiseaser that way.

Or you can just fess up right now. Bisk it. Throw it out there.
Liveuptoit.

"I never stopped caring about you," | said, and | felt my face go red,

and for perhgpsthefirg timeinalong timel felt it down to my toes.
| felt my being. | fdt asif thiswasthefirgt time I'd ever stood up

for mysdf in anything.



| expected her to laugh in my face, and | waswilling to takeiit.

The look of astonishment that crossed her face soon turned into adowly
building smile and adamp sparkleto her eyes-alight glaze of tears.
Shewiped at thetears. "Don't say that."

"l know it may not matter now," | said. "I don't care. Y ou may not care
for meinthe sameway. | don't care.” Joe
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Grogan's phrase came to me again, seeming completely accurate: It'sthe
damnedest thing.

"Do you know | had to fight mysdlf just to let you go?' she asked.
"Wha?'

She offered up asad hdf-amile. "Y ou would've died if you'd Stayed

here. Y ou weretoo in love with me. And | wastoo immature. And I'd
cheated on you, with my body and heart, and | did it because | knew you
needed to leave. | couldn't fight my parentsthen. | couldn't fight

anyone. And | let you go. | just et the best thingin my lifego. | let

it go for some stupid sense of what my parents wanted. And what everyone
wanted except for me. And | didn't want you stuck here, with me."

A chill went through me when she said it. Something seemed to smash
agang my innards, and for aminute | thought | would be sck.

Jumblies, indeed. But that fedling quickly passed as| stood therein

the barest moment that seemed to be an hour. | stood and looked into her
face, and something within me fought againgt what | wasfeding inthe

pit of my stomach. It was an awful feding of fluttering and dight

dizziness, asif shedd caught me off-guard and had tripped me up.

Then shesad, "'If you knew that someone intentiondly lied to you so
that you would have a better life, even if that lie was the worgt thing
inthe world, how would you fed ?*

| thought for amoment and said, "If | understood the reason, it

wouldn't bother me. A lot of peoplelie for no good reason. If the
reason's good, it's understandable.”
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She closed her eyes, opened them again, and looked at me asif she had
just said aprayer.

"It'sthe stupid past,” | said. "Just like you said. Don't let it hurt
you now. I'm here. | don't care about any of it. I'm here right now."



| was about to say something more, but | decided not to talk at al. |
wanted to kiss her tearsaway. | leaned forward and kissed her eyelids,
and then her nose, and then without even redlizing where this might

lead, my lipswere over hers, and she opened her mouth gently. Her

breath was sweet and felt like home as| inhaed it. | wrapped my arms
around her, and drew her to me. Part of me was afraid she might pull

away, but she embraced me before | had locked my arms behind her back.

"Thisiscrazy," she murmured. She pressed her face againgt mine, and
then under my chin, and then against my cheek.

"I know, | know," | said. | resumed kissing her as much as awoman could
be kissed beneath a streetlamp. | reached up and drew out the twist of
cloth that held up her hair, and it cascaded around her shoulders, and

she opened her coat so | could put my armsinsideit for warmth as|

held her.

"We can't do thishere," she whispered.

"The store," | said, glancing back at the darkness of
Croder-Sharp-Cdlahan. "The lunch counter.”

She laughed, looking up at meto seeif | wereteasing her. "You're
serious?'

"likewhen wefirst madelove," | said, and my throat caught on those
words madelove. It wasthefirst timein my adult life | had ever said
them. | had said dl the other words
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that seemed moretrue in the past; | had used the profanity and the
blunt language and the clinicd talk, but not those words that had
seemed both precious and mysterious.

"Thisismad," she whispered, but her body betrayed a passionate
urgency, and we held each other's hands like kids again and ran through
the fresh snow, back to Croder-Sharp-Callahan.

Onceingde, shelocked the door behind us.

She kept the lights off, and we stumbled into stools and chairs and

around the cash register. Somehow, our clothesfell away, although there
wasagood ded of tugging and unsnapping and unbuttoning and unzipping
and bootsthat took awhileto come off. | felt just as| had at

seventeen, the fumbling numbskullery of aboy inlovewithout abrainin
his head, the explosion of the senses as we rolled together, and tasted

and felt and burned against each other.

Somehow, from there, we went up to the empty apartment above the store,
through the back stairs, half-dressed, the snow still spinning gently



downward, giggling and passionate and me in my boxers and socks,
bounding up the steps after her as she wrapped hersdlf in her coat, but
with nothing else undernesth.

The gpartment was one room, with a bathroom and asmall kitchenette by

the window. The window had atattered and yellowed shade drawn down. An
overhead light flickered. A mattresslay back againgt onewall. "It's

clean, don't worry," she said. "We useit for naps at work."
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| didn't careif it was dirty or newly washed. | legpt onto the
mattress, and she came tumbling down on top of me.

| felt an energy within me, arenewd of forces stronger than
persondity or sustainable life. Something more than what

| had been before that night. | wanted to give her so much, everything |
had, every ounce of love and care and physical pleasure; | wanted to
mold myself againgt her and her againg me until you couldn't tell one
from the other.

Afterward, | didn't even crave a cigarette.

"I've been wadting my life," | said, my lipsagaingt her hair, holding
the scent of her for just amoment longer.

"You have not," Polasaid.

"l have" | ingsted. "I've wasted these years. | et go of my family.
Of you. We couldve been building alife together."

"Y ou'd have been bored here. With me. It wasn't right, not then.”

"l guess we had separate pathsfor awhile,” | said. And | knew it.

Sorrow had held its sway over me for too long. The sorrow was not just
my father's murder. It was a sorrow that had somehow crept itsway into
my soul and had burrowed there. It al seemed ridiculous now, inthe
arms of thewoman | loved, on theidand | had abandoned for no good or
genuine reason.

"Maybe thiswas the way it was meant to be," she whispered, lazily and
Swedtly.

| held her longer than | had ever before hedld awomanin my arms. | felt
her heartbeat against my chest. That peculiar
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and unfamiliar feding of being bound to another human being in away
that breaks down dl barriers and intimate territories. We made love



with the energy of firg-timers, and the doppiness, too. Shelaughed

when | tried to hold her in away that made her leg cramp; and | began
laughing when she took meinsde her, not from silliness, but from ajoy

| hadn't even known could exist between two people, between aman and a
woman in asecret of love that had been protected over severa years. It
was asif | had unlocked doors within me. She smiled afterward and told
me that when we were in the throes of it, she enjoyed my laughter. "You
sounded like the old Nemo. The onel fdl in love with when we were
children. The onewho had joy." Shekissed my lips, then my cheek, and
neck. "Areyou back, Nemo?' Shelooked into my eyesasif someone might
be hiding somewherein them.

Without redlizing it, | had held my bresth as she spoke. | had held on
to abresath asif | were holding on to the years. | Iet out asigh, the
likes of which had not passed through my lungs or throat in al my life.
"Yeah," | sad, like someidiot, agust of my breath escaping and taking
with it agreat burden. "Yes. | am back.”

Outside the window, thewind howled, the beginnings of a storm, perhaps,
but | didn't care. | fet safe, for oncein my life. | felt safe with Pola.

| lay there with her, looking at the window, the snow, and for a brief
second, | thought | saw awoman's face at the window.

| sat up, startled.

But it was gone.

It'sinyour mind.
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"What isit?' Polaasked, looking from my face, back to the window. "Nemo?"

"Nothing," | said, settling back into the mattresswith her, asams around
her again.

"l want you to forgiveme," | said abit later.

"For what?'

"What | did to you back then."

"l didn't blameyou,” shesad. "Like | don't need forgiveness mysdlf."
"How | ever deserved even knowing someonelikeyou ..."

She held afinger to my lips. "Don't make me out to beasaint.”

"But | wasthe one-"



"Dont'. Leavethe past whereit belongs. All the bad thingsarein the
past. We were barely more than children then.”

"l don't even wannatak," | said. "My dad used to tell me that the sun
shineson adog'sass now and again. And | just want to bask in the
sunshinealittle”

We kissed again, and lay there until we both knew it wastime for her to
go pick up her son at her ex-hushand's. | didn't want to leave her side
at al, but we parted, regardless. | told her that we'd have lunch the
next day.

The separation of old loverswho discover anew love between them has
got to be the most agonizing. Y ou know what it'slike, you know how much
you want the other person, but you aso know that things can get in the
way of love. How | wished that two peoplein love could aways be
together, every
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minute, every hour, and never grow bored or tired or distracted-or

worse, out of love by the familiarity of love. These were the crazy
abgtractions | thought about on my walk back to Hawthorn, down the snowy
road at sometime after ten p.m. And that'swhen | saw Carson McKinley in
histruck, parked a ongside the darkened storefronts, but benegath the

red and blue of Chrisgmaslights, masturbating.

Truth was, | didn't know if he was choking the chicken, but the truck
vibrated, and | saw his sweaty facein the truck, so | assumed hewas
performing hisfavorite public pastime.

| never begrudged Carson his compulsion. Many aman has dreamt of doing
just what Carson did in broad daylight or beneath the streetlamps, but

few havethe bdlsto follow through. Aslong ashewasin histruck,

the idand sheep and horses were safe.

As| walked by thetruck, | averted my gaze. Thelast thing | wanted to
see after being with Pola, was afifty-four-year-old with a beard and
eyeslike a crazed moron jacking off. But as| passed, he caled out my
name.

Now, with anyone ese, | would've ordinarily turned to see who wanted to
get my attention. But thiswas Carson McKinley.

"Hey, Nemo!" he cdlled out again, his shout echoing dightly because of
the cold and snow and emptiness of the Strest.

| turned. Helooked out at mewith histrollish face, haf in darkness.
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"Storm'scomin’," he said.
"Whet?'

"l saw her. Storm'scomin’.”
Thetruck continued to vibrate.

Perhaps Carson McKinley might've somehow spied on Polaand me aswe had
our marathon of sex. | fdt adisgust for dl mankind. The memory of

seeing my dad's porn collection didn't help. Women were right, most of

the time we were dogs and pigs, and perhaps not even as good as anything

that walked on four legs. Sure, there were men who did great thingsin

the world, but in the ordinary things, we were completely the lowest of

lows. Even my father, | thought-even Gordie Raglan, war hero, survivor

of prison camps, who led the other prisonersto safety at great odds.

Even hislife came down to a stash of porn suffed inthewalls.

| didn't want lifeto bejust this. Finding Polaagain, not knowing if |

could even fed that innocent love you get to fed asakid, seemed like
amiraclein need of protection. | sood there for amoment, judge and
jury of Carson McKinley, who seemed the prototype of al that was
dysfunctiona of my gender. It was my puritan blood rising, | guess. Who
was| to judge anyone ese? | felt bad for Carson. | asked him if hewas

okay.

"She'sabad storm comin' down on us," he said. Thetruck began to

bounce up and down. | turned away. He shouted after me, "SHE'S COMIN'!

OH LORDY, SHE'SA-COMIN"" Thiswasfollowed by what | can only assume
were orgasmic moans of McKinley pleasure.

"Merry Chrismasto you, too," | said.
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As| gpproached Hawthorn, feeling weary and frozen and in need of deep
likeadrunk in need of the last drop from abottle, | saw alight onin
Brooke's room toward the back of the house. Y ou're up. Y ou're always up.
Y ou need more life. Y ou need more than Hawthorn, Brooke. Y ou need to
open some doors.

Bruno's light was off, but thisdidn't mean much. | wasn't even sureif
Bruno wasin his bedroom adeep or across town with his boyfriend. Well,
good for him. At least he'sgot love. Hang on to it, Bruno, for aslong
asyou can. It'sasmall miracle that needs protection. | didn't protect

my miracle when | was ateenager, and | lost some years. Luckily, Pola
protected it. Luckily, Polaloved me, too. So, Bruno, just make sure
it'slove and then hang on for deer life.

| dropped onto my bed, and only then redlized that | had left my boxer
shortsin the apartment above Croder-Sharp-Callahan.



That night, | avoke to Brooke walking through my room at some ungodly
hour. Unfortunately, | had that now-expected impression that it wasn't
Brooke. | sat up and flicked on the light.

No onewasthereat al.
Both doors to my bedroom were shut.

The next morning, | discovered that Carson'sfertility rite had indeed
brought a storm.
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We were buried under snow, not the most unusua occurrence for the
idand in December. By the time I'd trudged downstairs to the kitchen to
the smdll of arich dark roast of coffee, Bruno and his boyfriend had
aready dug out most of the driveway. Not thet it mattered: The village
plow, aso known as Johnny Sullivan, had yet to reach Hawthorn. Thered
be no driving that day.

Cary and Bruno started a snowbdll fight out front. As | watched them
from the kitchen window, it reminded me of usdl askids. How we played
al over thefidds, how the winterswere rich with ice skating on the

pond or snow forts along the hill.

Afterward, the smell of coffee and akind of rosy glow seemed to
permeate the house. | think it was just the way | felt-1 had this hope

again, this sensethat 1'd come home for areason that was good. Not

just because of my father's murder, but because | till had to find out

if there waslovefor mein the world-the only woman | had ever redlly
loved. Bruno noticed and commented that | looked a bit more chipper than
usua; he asked where I'd left Dad's tool kit, and then added, "Y ou look
theway | fed."

A bit later, | caled up Pola. ™Y ou hanging in there?"

"Yep," shesaid. "Me and Zack are making hot cocoa. Want to come over?”
"If I canwak amileor two in the snow."

"Johnny'll be out soon.”

"Wel, then | definitely want some cocoa. With marshmallows.”

"We have afiregoing. Zack and | are gonnago to Seabird Hill and ded
downitinabit."
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"Y ou sure were okay ?'



"Nemo?'

"l mean, last night was..."

"I know," she said softly. "'l wish we couldve stayed together dl night.”
"Me, too."

"Why didn't we?'

"Don't want to spring it on Zack too quickly,” 1 said. "How do you think
hell fee about ... aout this?!

"I don't know," she said. "Well, he's begging to go out and play. Come
by when you get out from under it."

She hung up.

Part of me fet the phantom of girlfriends past in the hangup. | felt

the Jumbliesin my ssomach. Would thiswork out? Werewe just trying to
recapture a past that couldn't last? It was il al euphoriafor me.

All the goofy and no-good thoughts that run through you when you redize
that love looms. | thought of every woman | had ever felt close with,

how | had wanted to seeif love was there within each relationship. But

it hadn't been. Only Pola. It was crazy. Thingslike high school
sweethearts weren't supposed to work ouit.

| spent the day either on the phone with Pola (the road didn't get
plowed until nine o'clock that night), or going over my dad's papers. |
found anotebook of his, and recognized histiny scrawl that was so hard
to read. My dad had kept track of everything that happened in hislife,
particularly in terms of the house. Her€'s one bit of it:

Stairway, back of house. Need repair on bannister. Call lumberyard. Cdll
Bill. Make gppointment with vet for Mab.
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Bruno's baseball practice. 9 am Sat. Take cooler. Brooke at 11, swim team.

Cheerios, milk, sugar, eggs, wheat bread, chicken breasts, case of Coke,
case of Diet Coke, case of root beer. No Oreos for Bruno.

It made me laugh to flip through the spiral notebooks he kept, the
closest thing to adiary held ever had. It reminded me more of him, of
hisway of organizing hislife, than if hed kept amore detailed record
of hisevery whim and mood. | laughed, and then wept alittle thinking
about lifes unfairness, that 1'd never made things right with my

father, that some insane person had murdered him and now there was
nothing | could do to reach my father and tell him dl the things you



want to tell the dead.

As| sat there, | began to wonder about the past month's records. |
flipped through the notebooks, but for the one marked that year, there
wereno srange entries at al.

| guess| wanted to believe that my father had noticed something. Had
Seen anything.

But again, my head ached, my stomach tightened, and | thought of him,
lying in hisown blood, diced, someone standing over him with acurved
bladein her hand.

Her.

| thought it: Her.

Why her?| closed my eyes. The sense of awoman.

Not Brooke.

Another woman.

Asif the houseitsdlf had awoman hidden in it somewhere.

Hiding.
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That night, it must've been about three or four am., | awoke, sensing a
presence in the room.

My heart began beating too fast, and | could taste something sour and
dry in my throat. | wanted to get up, get some water, or at least flick

on alight. But a half-deepy fear kept me on the bed, trying not to

move. What wasit? | glanced to the bookshelf and the small desk by the
window.

Then | saw her.

For amoment, | had aterrible feding | didn't know who it was. | felt
my heart beating within my chest, and a strange shushing sound that was
likeapulsewithin me. | held my breath asif afraid that she would

know | was awake and saw her.

For that dice of amoment, aterrible dread overtook me.

| had the sure fedling-the absol ute conviction-that if there were such
things as ghodts, thiswas one of them.
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She stood near the white curtain of the window, the moon shining in her
hair. I could not tell if shewaslooking out thewindow or looking from
the window to me, for shewas nearly al shadow.

It'sBrooke, | thought. My heart till jackhammering. | felt clammy and
cold, and didn't want to think this could be anything irrationd. It has
to be Brooke.

| was about to say something, but | didn't want to Sartle her. Brooke
went from room to room at night, after all. Perhaps she had just stopped
for aminute to look out across the woods, and think of our father.

The sensation of dread returned. Somehow, | felt that this was not
Brooke at al. Thiswas someone else. | only thought
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It was Brooke because it was awoman in the house, and Brooke was the
only candidate. | began to believe (asyou only canin thoseterrible

early morning hours when the dark has not yet vanished) thet thistruly
wasaghog. | fet likeachild again, with abdief in anything that

canemy way.

It took courage for meto reach over and flick on the bedside lamp. When
| did, and the light flashed up in the room, it was Brooke. That
nighttime imagination dwaysdid itsworgt with me.

She stood there, facing the window, her back to me, the reflection of
her face in the mirror. Shelooked just like my mother at that moment.
Just like her.

Shewore one of her stretched-out sweaters and gray sweatpants, her hair
long and stringy asif she hadn't washed it for afew days.

"Brooke?"

Shedidn't respond.

"Y ou okay?"

"I don't know what he wanted from me, not ever," she said, dowly, and
insuch away that it gave meachill. | redized afew secondslater

that what scared me about her was that her voice didn't seem right. It

seemed dmost like Brooke's voice, but different.

"Y ou probably should go to bed now," | said.



"He never loved me. Not the way he should have. Why couldn't helet me
go?Why can't | leave? | don't understand any of this," she said. "That
son of abitch.”

"Don't think about it now," | said.

"It'sterrible what thisidand can do to you," she said, and she turned
to look at me, but her eyes were nearly closed. For
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the barest second, she didn't look like hersdlf at al. Was she

deepwaking? Her voice was cadm and even, but something in her tone

kept me on edge. "Not just him, but everyone. If you're an outsider,

you're always one. Others knew, | think. They guessed. But no one stood
up to him. Nobody protected me. Nobody wanted to know what was really
happening. Not any of you. Thisplaceisaprison.”

Then she went out through the doorway to the west, through the bathroom
that adjoined my room with my father's old room. She closed the door
behind her as she went on, presumably to the next room.

| left the lights on and could not deep the rest of the night. |

grabbed abook off the shelf called The House on the Strand, one of my
favorites from my teen years, and sank back into aworld of timetravel
andintrigue.

Nightmares grew within my head when | findly fell adeep a night, or
inthe early morning. Sometimes| got up in the middle of the night,

just to avoid the bad dream. 1'd go out and get a cord of pine from the
pile just outsde the front porch and make afirein the living room and
try toread, or flip TV channelsin search of something to take my mind
off theideaof deep.

But I'd fall adeep eventudly.

In my nightmares, | saw her. She wore blood asagown. She had hair like
araven and skin as pale as snow. It was the Snow Queen. The Banshee.
The Queen of Hell.

And I'd created her when | was akid.
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Soon enough, the regiona news shows stopped running anything about the
story of the murder, nor was it showing up in the papers, outside of the
Burnley Gazette. Other tragedies and terrors took over the newsin the
world. Other families suffered and found reporters at their door; other

good men and women were cut down by viciouskillers; and my world sank
back into alow throbbing pain at the back of my head.



| was beginning to fed trapped, but | had nowhere e seto go. Oddly
enough, | never asked Brooke about the details of our father's death,

nor did | read the papers or watch the news. And none of us answered the
phone.

"Writing any more books?' Brooke asked one evening. "l read Igdarizilia
Or whatever it'scaled. If it had been about something, it wouldve
been aclassic. But it was good.”

"lgarasil."

"Oh. Dad used to call it 'Godzilla' | liked it. Y ou needed more sex in

it and maybe some more battles. That whole ef subplot bogged it down,
and the names? Y ou picked dl the wrong Celtic names. Too hard to
pronounce. Y ou know it's rough when you need a glossary just to
pronounce the names. Maybe you should write about red thingsthis
time," shesaid. Then sheadded, "I didn't like how you just threw dl
thedirty laundry inthere”

"Hun?'

"Well, | don't doubt that the little nymph was me. Y ou couldve at least
made her alittlelessdutty.” Shelaughed,

183

but with abit of an edge. "Dad wasin there. And Bruno. I'm surprised
you didn't include the greyhounds.”

| ignored her comments. It seemed to be auniversd truth that the
family of the writer never redlly wanted to appreciate the writing. "Dad
didn't read it, did he?"

"Don' fed bad, he never read novels. | told him what wasin it. Hewas
proud. He said he didn't like the father character too much, but | told

him it had nothing to do with him. Y ou might not have wanted to make the
father the ogre who tortures elves and abducts the Queen of Hell."

"It'sfiction, Brooke. Fantasy. Theré's no redlity about it."

"People want to read about red things, even in fantasy,” shesaid. She
thought amoment and her eyes became dlits, asif sheld just been seized
with some vague moment of genius. ™Y ou redly should think about writing
for children. The stuff you wrote when we were kids was good. | can

gill remember some of it." She meant everything she said to be kind and
generous. | wasn't ever going to take offense a anything Brooke said,

or anything Bruno might say. | didn't want to lose this bond we were
creeting in the wake of tragedy over something petty like my silly book.

| decided | needed to write again.



In my old room, | found some of my early stories, when | had just begun
tolearn to write.

| had dreamed of being awriter sincel wasnine yearsold. My father
had gotten me atypewriter back in the dayswhen
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it was the most advanced writing tool beyond apen and paper. It wasa
secondhand beast from Croder-Sharp-Callahan generd store, one that had
sat on the shelf for nearly my entirelife at that point. It wasa

thick, clunky Roya whose existence had begun sometime before even my
father was born. But it served its purpose, and | learned to hunt and

peck, for I'd had abad year that year-it was the year my mother had

left us, and this seemed to hit me hardest. My father asked meto write
goriesif it would help me, and | began writing them.

They were, at first, one-pagers, but soon | became adept at just writing

and writing with no end in sight. | suspect | was obsessed with whatever
story had gotten into my head. | wrote fantasies and stories of terror

and happy stories of children who had wonderful mothers who hugged them
and told them how important they were. In some respects, my ambition was
never to be published, but to bring onto the page the nearly perfect, if
dictatoria world of my imagination: the three heeded mongers, the

perfect mother, and magical idand, the boy who could fly-al the ways|
wanted the world to be. In my mind, asakid, | imagined al kinds of
fantastic ways of living-of brushing the tops of treeswith my feet as|

flew, not like Peter Pan, but like agtarling. Or animalsthat would

speak to mein the sories. Or the kids | wanted to have like me, who

did indeed enjoy my company. There were faraway lands based far too much
on Hugh Lofting's Dr. Doolittle and Tolkien's Middle Earth, and

creatures out of Edith Hamilton's books on mythology, which | began
reading at eleven. Once | discovered Herman Hesse's Demian, | was done
for; moving on to other covert reading (for none of these books were
pressed upon mein schoal), | went to George Orwell and
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H.G. Wdlsand Mary Shelley-and | was writing storiesthat mirrored my
reading the whole way through. Writing stories- purely for mysdlf, for |
never showed these to anyone-was to not express myself, but to purge
some of my imagination, get it out of my heed, whereit swirled and
blocked mefrom living asachild. Brought it out into another

dimension. There were timeswhen | felt there were athousand doorsin
my head, and | needed to open dl of them to find the one important
door. The one important key that would open it.

And whatever was behind that door would somehow illuminatewhat | didn't
undergtand about my life,



In the meantime, | had to open those thousand doors and see what
wonderful and dreadful beasts existed there, waiting for me.

| found the one story that probably meant the most to me from childhood.
It was acomplete rip-off of Hans Christian Andersen's " The Snow Queen,
mixed with the Greek myth of Persephone. In the Andersen story, the Snow
Queen'smagic mirror isbroken, and ashard of glassgetsin Kay's

heart. He is Gerda's brother, and he becomes a very bad boy from this.
The myth of Persephoneisthe story of the daughter of Demeter's
abduction into the Underworld by the king of that realm. | even noticed
shades of Namiaand Alicein Wonderland in there. The story was called
"The lce Queen's Revenge." | suspect | called it this not because of the
obvious derivation from Andersen's " Snow Queen,” but becauseit wasa
little joke with Bruno. At four, when he wanted ice cream, it sounded
like"ice queen,” s0 | just made up the sories. At firgt, when | read

some of them to him, he got scared, and stopped asking for "ice queen”
adl.
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Hereisabit of it, with typos and misspellingsintact. | wasten at
thetime:

CHAPTER FIVE: THE ICE QUEEN RISES!

| SHALL COME FOR THE CHILDREN! the Ice Queen, the Queen of FROZEN CREAMY
HELL, said, and she wrapped

hersdlf in the furs of bears and lions, and she had

her Oomos, thosefilthy goblins of the Underland
whose breeth is so foul that peoplethink itsfarts
from a dead cow and whose hands are so grimey that
they spread disease wherever they go, carry her to

her Say, made entirely of diamonds cut from the fingers of new brides.
The Say glowed and shined like

millions of gars, and the Ice Queen, called by some
Imyrmia, sat init with her trusty demon servant,
Chameleg, the lizard-faced and hog-bellied. The
Say was pulled by twin dragons, tortured in the

Castle Fragonard that lies above the Lake of Glass



and Fire a the very heart of Underland. The dragons

were once kind-hearted beasts, but Imyrmia, in anger over their father's
not wanting them to be

daves of her Rm, took them to her basement and

turned them into zombi dragons doing only her bidding . She used bobbed
wireto beat them onward as

they flew up up up from the deep diamond and ruby
caves of Underland.
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When the Slay came dl the way up into Earth,

lightning tore at the ground, opening it up for

Imyrmias Say. Blasts of fire and BELCHES OF FOUL
STENCH! blew up like afart from an oger's butt. Even
the twin dragons hated the smell and coughed fire as
they roseinto ablackened sky, ther tailstwisting

and smashing trees down as they went and setting en-
tire forests ablaze with their coughs.

All theland knew of the lce Queen'sarrivd, for

they had known her many years before. Once upon a
time, she was the Maiden of Snow, and she brought the
dancing eves and fairys of winter acrossthe land.

She had made everyone have fun, and children through
the entire world could skate and ski and have snow-

ball fights and make snow angels and snow people and
never go to school when the Maiden of Snow was there.
But then, she got picked up by the FEARFUL AND MIGHTY

ruler of Underland, amonster so dirty hisskin was



crawling with germs. His hair was home to thousands
of citiesof lice. Hisskin seemed dive with red

mites. When he walked, his feet never touched
ground, for rats and centipedes lifted the souls of
hisfeet up on their backs and did the walking for

him like roller skates. Heisknown as Dogrun the
Merciless. He wanted the Maiden of Snow in hisking-
dom because it was too hot and he needed better

weather. Underland was on fire most of the time. People there breathed
the foulest stenches and drank

polluted water from the Twin Lakes of Rhea (which
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were called Dyaand Gonna, ssters enchanted and
turned into lakes of brown lavafull of wastesand
chemicd spillsand ail spills) Dogrun the Merci-

less needed a bride. So he grabbed the Maiden of
Snow, Imyrmia, and she screamed, but she had to go
into Underland with him. He forced her to marry him,
and the heat of Underland melted her heart for him.
But she herself made Dogrun's heart turn cold, and
he could not be married to her anymore. She had
turned Evil, and she ended up imprisoning him on the
Dark Ide of Lost Devils, aplace where those demons
went who no longer had Evil Blieversintheworld
above them. Dogrun was chained and kept insgde a

prison that had a high fence, painted dl over with



magica cymbalsthat clanged and smashed a him when
he tried to escape. He lived out the rest of his

eternd life there, eating the rats beneath his

feet, the red mites on hisbody, and thelicein hishair.
Andthelce Queenruled dl in Underland.

And now, shewas after the éf-children who knew

her secrets.

They lived on Earth, and their names were Fear-

ling, Burnt, and River.

Of course thiswas somehow about putting my little brother and sister
and me indde the story-they were the only ones | read them to. Since
Bruno'sreal name was Byrne, Burnt was
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close enough; and Brooke might bea"river," and my much hated red
name, Fergus, was closeto Fearling in someway.

Wed haveread it in secret, finding aroom in the house where Dad would
not find us. There was awardrobe in his bedroom, and it wasjust large
enough for the three of ustofitin. | had aflashlight, and I'd read

to them. We pretended that we were somehow entering C. S. Lewiss The
Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe right there, and Bruno, until he was
sx, would not venture to the back of the wardrobe even when we dared
him for fear that another world opened up there.

The legends of Imyrmia, the Ice Queen, grew over the years, and she
somehow transformed in my story to an even more powerful mongter called,
smply, Bansheg, as | had begun discovering the Cdtic mythswhen | was
twelve, and fdt that the I ce Queen needed atransformation and anew
name. Both Bruno and Brooke till looked forward to the stories, and
athough wewered| abit taler and could just fit in the wardrobe

without touching each other-with the occasiond gasleak from Bruno, who
seemed to delight in thiswed dimb in when | had finished writing

another three- or five-page opus, and I'd have the best audience a

writer could ever have.

As Bansheg, the | ce Queen had changed. She was no longer the frosty
beauty with blue skin and white hair. She had become more monstrous,
denied the beauty creams and ointments and sorcery of Underland, which
kept her eternaly young and insanely beautiful. Banshee came out a



twilight, surrounded by flies and mosquitoes, her heralds. She was
ghoulish, and her skin wastorn and leathered and dried against her
bones. She had razorsfor teeth and fingers that
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scraped flesh, and she took the form of anyone she chose, anyone
trusted, but as dark approached, she could not hide her true form, and
when night fell, dl wasreveaed. Alonewith her hgplessvictim, she
showed her true form.

In the Banshee stories, she became trapped on Earth, unable to go to her
Dak Kingdom, and she wanted more than anything the souls of the three
elveswho had exiled her from her world.

Scared the shit out of Bruno when he was about six. | told him that
Banshee was coming for him if he stepped out of bed after the light went
out. Thisaccounted for his bedwetting, and yes, | fed ashamed that |
put the thought in hismind. | tried to take it back, but once you've

told akid that kind of thing, it never completely erases from his memory.

| read through some of the stories, al of them bad, al of them somehow
making me happy about my childhood again. My father had once had the
ambition to be awriter, in hisyouth. He told me that he seemed to only
be able to write the truth of things, and no one wanted to hear the

truth. Hed hold up anove from my bookshelf (Treasure Idand, From the
Mixed-up Filesof Mrs. Basl E. Frankweller, Danny Dunn and the
Antigravity Paint) and hed say, "It's people who write lieslike these

who get published. Nobody wants the truth. They want lies spoon-fed to
them.” All right, he had abit of the tyrant in him-perhaps al heroes
do-and had never been ableto read or enjoy fiction to save hislife. |
attributed this, again, to both astern upbringing (his own father, the
grandfather |
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never knew, disciplined with whipsto the back, actud whips, inthe
smokehouse, the place of punishment), and to histwo yearsin prison

camps during hiswar. He nearly seemed vulnerable at those moments, when
hewas at hisworst. | forgave him anything when | was akid because |

was S0 grateful that he hadn't |eft us as our mother had.

But those books on my shelf! To me they were worldsto explore. These
were the seeds of my desireto writefiction, but | didn't think I'd

ever beableto do it asan adult. Still, when | was twenty-five my

first novel, afantasy cdled Igdrasil, was published. (For those of you
who don't know, Igdrasi| isthe Tree of All Existencein myth. My novel
didit adisservice) | could not make aliving from writing, but |

found that fantasy waswhat | could write best-high fantasy asit's

cdled. And so thisgave metheilluson that | could be awriter, but
infact, | had not been able to write another story or novel since



sdling that one.

It wasamenta and physica constipation, my adult life to that point.

It wasasif | genuindy was not meant to live outside of theidand

where I'd grown up-the world was too much. | needed the smallness of
Burnley Idand. The narrowness of the minds, the quietness of the
winters, the serenity of the separation from the mainland.

Even Carson McKinley, spanking the monkey in histruck at the harbor.

But my dreams of happiness and writing fiction and loving life, al had
been there, a home, waiting for me.

Sitting in my old bedroom, | pulled out that ancient typewriter-a Royal
that had no businessworking, let donewith
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aribbon of ink gill init that managed to smudgethe odd "a" and "r."
THISISTHE LAST STORY ABOUT BANSHEE

Now, before | tell you what | wrote, | haveto tell you that whenever |
write anything, | haveto first write apage or two about things that

are occupying my mind. It'saway of sweeping out the cobwebs, | guess,
and ismy version of therapy. I'm not sureif | believein writer's

block, but I do believein generd Brain Block, just as| believed in
Brain Farts. Writing out the tangle from ingde me seemed to get the
cregtivejuices going.

So | wrote:

My father is dead. Someone murdered him.

Whao?

WHO?

Brookeislosing her mind. Bruno is picking apart the house. Brookeis
painting. Bruno is playing the piano again. And here | am, writing.

Itsasif were just picking up where we | ft off
years ago.
Brookewaks at night. Bruno has aboyfriend. | till love Pola. We have

none of usfigured out love right. Maybe Bruno has. Not me. Not Brooke.
Our livesin shambles. Dad must have been the glue.

Faling gpart.



The Bansheeisloose. The Banshee has taken us over.

At night, shewatches us.
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When I'd finished typing this sentence, | looked at it. | had noidea

what it meant. Did | mean that Brooke watches us? The Banshee? Wasthis

the beginning of agtory, or was| till trying to clear my mind abit?
| wasn't even sure.

| typed:
At night she watches us, waiting.

Again, no ideawnhat thismeant, but it might be the beginning of astory
| could write. It intrigued me. Then:

Dad was murdered. At night. Not a night. Before night.

Hewasn't killed at night. Hewas only found at night. Killed earlier.
Body cut. Torn. Saditic.

Who? Who? WHO?
It was the hour before dark.
Themagic hour.

Why in God's name would someone want to kill my father? War. His men?
The enemy? Hisenemies? A psycho?

The Banghee?
| stopped, scratching my head, annoyed with the futility of thisexercise.
| set the typewriter down at the foot of my bed.

Sometime around midnight, | was back in my bedroom again, exhausted from
helping clear some of the debristhat had piled
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up in rooms-Bruno and | made ago of sorting Dad's papers, and going
through unopened boxes in the two rooms he had used for storage.

There was that old typewriter, just waiting for meto write abit more.

| sat on the bed and plopped it on my lap.



Someone had used it.

Someone had typed benesth what 1'd already pounded ouit:
Oranges and lemons say the bells of &t. Clemens.

| am here.

| am here.

| am here.

| am here.

And | never left you.

Pay it.
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The next morning, | told Bruno | knew he'd been the one to play with my
typewriter, but he denied it.

But herésthe thing: It'sthe kind of prank Bruno used to pull when he
was akid.

Sometimes I'd type part of astory out, and he'd type in two or three
words after my last one (usudly: stupid storie or Nemo lovs Pola Bear).

| didnt redly believeit washim.

But | didn't want to believe that it might be something else.
That it might be Brooke, her mind wandering too much.
Her breakdown on itsway.
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Sometimes | could hear Brooke crying through the walls.

| worried abit about what seemed to be alogica and terrible

depression descending on al of usin the house, but most especidly

her. This made me sadder because she had somehow been a partner for my
father-not incestuoudy, but in terms of being there at Hawthorn, living

in the house, handling the financia matters, making sure that the

roofer arrived on time, or that the pond got drained in the spring, and

that nothing rusted, or that everything that broke got fixed. |

suspected some part of her had wanted to be free of thislife, but she

must have felt guilt for the way her freedom had come. He was more of

her life than he was of mine or Bruno's. Her loss was greater to some



extent, and the fact that she had discovered the body madeit an even
greater burden.

We didn't get together to talk about Dad and how wonderful he was-yet.
We saved our moans and cries and gnashing of teeth for the privacy of
our rooms.

There had dways been abarrier between me and my sister and my brother,
and | was never sure where it had come from. We had gotten aong
famoudy when young, and had managed to sharefairly equaly among us.
Despite my mother's taking off so wildly, | looked back on alot of
childhood asjoyous, and some of it asfull of hard lessons learned, but
never with asense that it was anything but the right childhood for me.
When one of uswas sick, the others would gather 'round the bedside and
read aloud from books or bring soup and tales of the outsde world. Y,
abarrier grew up between us, asif
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there were some unspoken crime we'd witnessed, or asif each of ushad a
disturbance within that seemed to intensify the more wewere dl three
together. So we kept our mourning to ourselves and didn't share grief much.

When | thought of my father, how he was wrenched from us, donein my
old room, in my too-small bed, | cried, also. | tried writing afew more
pages on the Royal, but it was as pointless asthe first page I'd attempted.

In my head, | begged God for understanding, asif Helived there or had
accessto my brain. Minuteslater, I'd question the ideaof God at all
given thiskind of murder. Then I'd wonder if the pagans were right-if

it weren't just a pantheon of spirits and forces and gods and goddesses
al within minidomains, ruling sections of this chaotic universe, with
Nature itsdf the ultimate deity. Or if therewasno God at al, God or
gods, just the lives of animason arocky planet, al scrambling to

survive, some of us built with an outrageous and unending hope that

there was something more that existed between the words"live' and
"die." Then | went back to God and the relationship between Heaven and
mankind. | even had the gods of some ancient religion arguing with the
God of Abraham. It got pretty silly the way my mind went. Suddenly, |
wastaking to my father in slence. | imagined him in Heaven, and then
fdt ridiculousfor the fantasy. It waswishful thinking. | had no idea

what happened when life ended. All my Catholic upbringing had brought me
was asensethat | wasn't surewhat to believe, for it all seemed like

the wishes of men and women who didn't want to face the unknowable
without acomfortable ending in mind. The dtar boy in mefelt guilty

for thinking thet.
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These were nights of headaches. I'd look out my window over the dope of
the hillsand imagine I'd see the smokehouse out to the esst.



The pictures of my father'sfinal hoursreplayed in my head asif I'd
been there, watching.

The battering of the door; the terrific storm; the way my father had
heard some sound nearby; the dropping of the flashlight; and then, the
shadow figure there, bringing the stinging blade into him.

Sawing.
All right, let mejust getit al out of the way right now.

My father's murder was a cosmic fornication-amurder beyond what most
people ever have to bear. Or dream aboui.

Someone got him from behind with asharp blade. A curved blade. Under
the arm, over the shoulder, in the back. They may have severed his

spind cord so that he had to lay there and takeiit. Or that may have

come momentslater. He may have volunteered to let them do it-there were
no marks of restraints on hiswrists or ankles, nor were there signs of
druggle. At bet, the fallen flashlight might've indicated held been

knocked down first and was unconscious for most of the procedure. One
can only hope.

Then they went a him. Cutting parts of him. Slicing. Curved blade
carefully going in, cutting tendons. Cutting muscle. Y ou had to assume
thekiller did thisto keep him from escaping-but, in fact, there was no
sgnthat my father had
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tried to leave the smokehouse, or even fight back at his attacker.

Theword of it was that my father might have been conscious for mogt of it.

All right, the worst of it wasthat each of us, my brother, sgter, and
I, had to now live with thiswithout denia and without illusion.

No Brain Fart was going to rescue us with aweeklong fever of forgetfulness.
| could not think of my father after that without imagining the bloody
room and his eyes|ooking up at the curved blade about to come down on

another part of hisbody, and wonder what that must have been like.

The unimaginable began to haunt me. With it, the nightmares came, during
daily catnaps and whenever deep found me.

| could not get one image out of my head.

His eyes, looking up, asashiny crescent blade came down.



Inthe nightmare, | felt asif | could see the misty face he had seen
before he died.

She had long golden hair, and thin lips, and warm amond eyes.
It was Brooke.
When | awoke from the nightmare, Brooke stood over my bed.

In one hand, she cupped asmdl glass saucer, within which wasawhite
votive candle, itsflame small and blue-yellow.

In her other hand, aknife.
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Brooke," | whigpered. Theroom had early morning light filtering through
the white curtains-a blue-purple haze on the walls.

| reached over to the bedside table to flick on the lamp, but my hand
trembled. | found the switch and turned it on. The glare of thelamp
seemed like anoon sun.

"Brooke," | repeated.

"Nemo?' shesad, in that same whispered ddlicacy with which shed
greeted mewhen | first arrived home. "1t'syou?"

A breath or two exhaed, she glanced at the knife she held in her hand.
It wasjust asteak knife from thekitchen. "I heard noises.”

She st the candle and knife on the table. Then she crouched down to
pick up the small lamp that had turned
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over onto thefloor. "I get scared at night," she said. She sat down on

the floor beside my bed. "Dad doesn't have his guns anymore. The police
took them. | don't know why. Don't ask me. Don't ask me. I'm going crazy
here. | thought | heard someone in the house. | thought..." She glanced
around the room. "I thought this was another room. | didn't think | was
inyour room."

"No oneeseisinthehouse. Y ou, me, and Bruno. The doors are locked.
Remember?1 put dl thelocksin. If you want to seein the dark, just
useaflashlight,” | said, glancing at the candle. "Y ou could trip on
something and set it onfire. God, or stab yoursdf.” It wasan



exaggeration, | guess, but | wastired of her nightly wanderings, which
were freaking me out completely.

Sheignored my comments. “The dogs are dways thefirst to notice. They
whimpered alittlewhile ago. | had to close their kennelsup.”

"Probably they heard a possum outside.”
"They werefrightened. Nothing frightens them much.”

"If you think someone might be here," | said, feding aswide awake as
I'd ever fdt, my heart till beating like ajackhammer, "you might want
to let the dogs roam."”

"| thought it might be my imagination,” she said, her voice dtill barely
more than awhisper. Her face turned glum and a bit stony. "I've heard
it snce before ... well, before it happened. | kept thinking that
someone waswalking just ahead of me."

"It'sthenight,” | said. | packed some pillows behind my back and sat
up. Thesmell of theroom cameto me: It smelled
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liketrash. | glanced at the smal trash can by my old desk, wondering
what I'd thrown in there. Banana ped ? Half asandwich?"l've stayed up
'til al hours sometimes, and | start imagining dl kinds of things.”

"I don't think it'sthat,” she said. Then her voicerose. "Do you know
that every night when I'm up-late-something in the house has moved?’

"Moved?'

"Smdll things. Thingsthat no onewould redlly notice. | noticethem
because | notice everything in this house."

"1t could've been Bruno. Or me."

"No," she said. "Not things like that. Inconsequentia things, things
you wouldn't even touch."

"Like?'

"Thethermodat. It goesup at night.”

"That'sBruno,” | said. "I'msureitis”

"Even on the nights he's not here? It's up to ninety. But it'sfreezing
anyway. Someone movesthedid onit up, but it still getscold. | fed

cold when | get up to check it. | feed something," she said. Sheleaned
forward and brought her knees up just under her chin. As she put her



arms around her knees, reminding me of alittle girl, her swester rolled
back abit. | tried to see marks from her bathtub mishap, but couldn't
make anything out. " Some nights, there are windows open. In Dad's room.
Intheliving room. I've checked to seeif they'relocked at four am.

But then, by six, they're wide open.”

"Weve got storm windows," | said. "No one's getting in or out that way."

"That'sthething,” she said. "The sorm windows are till on the
outsde. No one brokein. No one left through a
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window. They just opened them. Asif they wanted me to know they're here."

"It could be anything," | said. | grinned. "Dad'sghost.” A joke. | felt
grim for mentioning it. | just wanted someone to lighten up-her or me.

"No," she said, taking this suggestion far too serioudy. "It happened
before Dad was killed. It happened before Bruno came back. And the
wardrobe. In Dad's room. It was moved."

"l can explainthat,” | said. "Bruno and |-"

"I don't mean recently,” she said sharply, her mood changing. There was
anger benegath her words, asif | were suggesting that she had somehow
made something of nothing. "'In October. Late October. Dad thought | did
it. But | didn't. And then there were the noises.”

"Brooke," | said. | reached out and tapped her kneelightly. "Weredl
suffering here. Y ou probably more than anyone. Y ou and Dad were so close.”

"I think," she said, looking a my hand after it had briefly touched her
knee. "l think that the killer isin the house. And has been. Y ou know
how Hawthorn was built. Y ou know how it has those spaces.”

"No one but asix-year-old could even get into those spaces,” | said.

"L ook, you're stressed. It'snormal. Y ou werein thewar zone. Y ou sat
with him. Y ou saw what happened. It'snormal that you're on edge. But

for your own sake, you need to start working on ways to handle the stress.”

| knew about the old, origina structure of Hawthorn- how it had been
one of those less-than-sturdy New England farmhouses that had little
insulation and very littleroom at dl. The present house, built in the
nineteenth century, had
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engulfed it-the living room with its greet fireplace and the two

bedrooms beyond it were the only thingsleft from it that showed.
Otherwise, there was a hollow space behind the front stairs that had



been part of the origina "great room" and a one-foot-wide space between
the old brick and the new insulation and the brick on the outside. It
couldn't be reconciled with thelater design, so it left thiskind of

thin wind tunnel that ran dong the side front quarter of the house.

When wed been very little, Brooke and Bruno had been able to squeeze
through it for asfar asthey could go-no more than afew feet in. By

the time Bruno was seven, he could no longer fit, and Brooke couldn't

fit by her ninth year.

""Someone could go through the walls" Brooke said, looking a mewith an

unflinching gaze. She had completdly ignored everything I'd just said.
"Someone could if they wanted it badly enough.”

"Who?' | asked.

"The same someone | hear at night. | go from room to room, and | fed as
if I candmogt find him."

"Him?'

Her eyeswidened. "I know it soundsridiculous. But either it'saperson
or it'snot. Who could it be, Nemo?If it'saghost, what isit? Why is

it here?'

"Want meto cal Joe and have him bring some detectives through?'

"No," she said. Her eyesteared up. Sheraised her handsto her face and
squished her flesh around asif it were clay. "God, | fed likeI'm
going crazy. Do you think I'm crazy?'

"Maybe we need to talk to someone,” | said. "All of us. A shrink. Maybe
we can go see Bruno's. He thinks she's God.”
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"Not bloody likely," she said, and then smiled through her sadness, for
it waswhat our father had aways said about psychiatrigts. "It's my
mind. It'sunquiet. Do you know-" She stopped hersalf in midsentence.
"No, nothing."

"What?'

"Nothing," she said. Then, "The night he died, | thought | heard someone
downdairs."

| watched her. | had begun looking for signs of abreakdown. | redlly
wasworried that we had some kind of family insanity within us. Brooke,
the contradiction: the most sturdy of us, aso the most fragile.

"l didn't tll Joe. | don't think | should," she said.



"Did you see someone?’

She closed her eyes and rested the palm of her hand on her forehead,
applying pressurethere. "1 can't seem to turn off my mind anymore,
Nemo. | keep playing things back from that night again and again and again.”

Thistime, her sweater did farther down her arm, and | saw, dong her
forearm, gauze wrapped with white tape.

| leaned forward and touched the edge of her arm. "What's this?"
She looked up, then brought her arm down to her side.
Shrugged.

Tugged the arm of her sweater back down to her wrists.

"Accident. | fel adegpinthetub.” She fumbled with words, asif
trying to string together the right onesto make sense. "I... broke some
glass... cut mysdf up ... abit."
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"That'sit?"

She nodded.

"Whet redly happened?'

She nearly smiled-a sad hdlf grin. It was part of how we'd interacted as
children. Brooke never liked telling the truth when she wasllittle, so
she'd make something up first to make you fedl better about bad news.
After sheédd given some convoluted explanation for something, 1'd ask
her: What redly happened?

"I don't know if | was dreaming or not," she said, her dight smile
returning to aflat line. "Bruno convinced metheat | was. That | fell

adeep in the tub and was dreaming, but I'm not sure. It wasthe

night... the night of the orm. The night he died. There were voices

that seemed to come from downgtairs. | only really heard one of them.
But it somehow made me deepy to hear it, and in the dream | thought we
were children again, playing the game.”

Just hearing it made my brain go alittle haywire-something within me
rebelled at the idea of the game wed played as children. | hated it,
and was embarrassed by it. It was asif my mind squinted and cringed
whenever the thought of the Dark Game arose.

"Weweredl playing it. Y ou had the blindfold on, and Bruno was doing
the counting, and | helped him with thereciting. And | wasjust there,
somehow, not redlly in the Dark Game and not redlly outsideit. | had



glassinmy hand. | wastaking it and trying to cut at the rope around
my wrists. But ... but | wasn't doing it right, and the ropes became
bright red ribbons floating around in the air. Bruno started laughing.
So did I, but you told meto stop it. Stop it! you shouted, the
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way you used to when | was doing something wrong."

"Oh, Brooke," | said, my heart sinking abit. | took her hand in mine.
"Did you do thisto yoursdf?"

"I didn't think | did," she said, her voice pure confusion. She glanced
over a the knife on the table, and then a me. "I didn't want to kill
mysdlf. | redly redly didn't. | just ... | just wanted to deep. |

wanted to bein the game again. But | felt like someone el se was there.
Someone ese was with me. Insde me. Trying to get out.”

Her face became dl screwed up, wrinkling asif shewereyearsolder. "'l
woke up, not in the bathtub at al. | sood on the front porch. | didn't

have anything on. Not a stitch. It wasfreezing. The storm that
night-terrible. | wasjudt ... just ... just standing there, with the

door open. Rain coming down. Howling wind. Horrible night. The last
thing | remembered before thiswas | had been in the tub. Somehow, | had
gotten out of the tub when | was adeep, and walked through the rooms,
down the stairs, and outsde. That night. My armswere dl torn up from
the glass. Blood. Not as much as you'd think. The piece of glasswasin
my hand. | went back insde. | went back upstairs to the bathroom. When
| turned on thelight, | saw the glass on the floor. The weter in the

tub was dl pink with blood. Only, something e se wasthere.”

"In the bathroom?' | asked, Sitting up, drawing back abit, crossng my
legsin front of me. | dmost didn't want to know what wastherein her
dream.

"Inthetub. Indl that pink, foamy water."
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"What wasit?"

She closed her eyes, her eyebrows pressing downward asif trying to
force the memory from her mind. "It wasme," she said. "'l watched
mysdlf. | was dying. Blood was coming out of my armsflowing in gentle
red ribbons. And then ..."

| held my breath amoment. Denia was how I'd been raised. Deny anything
even close to abad mentd state. Deny that life exerted any pressure on
anyone. The voice of my father: "l wasin the camps, and if | could

survive that without cracking up, then anyone can survive anything if

they just control their mind better.”



But Brooke had been faling apart, even before our father's murder, even
before gitting in hisblood for hours.

And neither Bruno nor | had done anything to help her.

Bruno had found her wandering, naked, in the night.

| had seen her paintings.

Her mental state was awreck, but we were ill-equipped to understand it.

"l wasinthetub. All dong | wasinthetub,” shesad. "Looking up at

what seemed like steam. But it wasn't steam. | thought for a second that

it was the dream-me evaporating. In front of my eyes," shesaid. "
watched it for aminute asit went-it was just sleam. The whole thing

had been adream. But ... remember in the Dark Game? How we could go
indde and outsde ourselves?'

"Dol," | whispered, wishing that she had not mentioned it, wishing that
Bruno had not mentioned it recently, wishing
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that | could forget we ever had played it. The source of her disturbed
deate.

The source of al our disturbances.

"It waslikethat," shesaid. "Just likeit. Only, Nemo, there was
something else. Someone else wasthere. It waslike | had released
someone from insde me, when | cut mysdlf. It was asif | had never been
alone before, and now | was-something had gotten out of me. It was just
likethe Dark Game. It was asif by bleeding, wanting to die-I did want
to die-someone else came out of me. Like they'd been waiting along
time. Ever shcewe used to play it. Like they were waiting for meto
open myself up and let them out.”

Our father had taught the Dark Gameto us.

Then, when we had been screaming in the smokehouse, held ended it.
Hetold usthat he never wanted to catch us playing it again. Hetold us
that when the game got to be too much, we should hit awal and that it
could get dangerous. "The mind isfragile, and you shouldn't play it so
eadly. It comestoo eadly for you. | shouldn't have taught it to you.

| thought you were strong enough.”

But the game wasn't so easy to give up, ether.

Sometimes, we still played it-in the wardrobe or in one of our bedrooms.



We stopped at some point-1 think when | was about thirteen or so, | had
stopped playing it completely. Something changed-perhaps puberty had
eliminated the need for the drug of the game.
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Or perhapswe had hit thewall in the game.

Hetold usthat he had fine-tuned the Dark Game when he was a prisoner
of war. It hel ped him escape where they had imprisoned him when hewasa
young man during awar that | knew very little about. Hetold usthat

you could make your mind do thingsif you isolated it and if you

directed it. He said that when he was in solitary confinement, the game
alowed him to forget the painin hislegs and shoulders, and he could
travel outside of thewell they'd left him in for aweek or two-that he
could stand on the ground and travel among them+-al in hismind. "The
human imagination has never been fully tested. It never will be. But |
could swear that during those times, particularly inthe hole, | could

hear their conversation and wander about fregly among them.”

Hetold us not to play after dark because the game could ruin your mind
if you letit. "Play it during the hour before dark, no matter what hour
itis, it works best then, when theworld is settling and your mind is
cam," hehad said.

"What happensat night?' | asked him.

"When| did it at night, it got hold of me," he said. "I couldn't get

out of it on my own. Only when | hit that wall would | get thrown back
into my waking consciousness, and it might be days before that happened.
I'd be nearly starved, and so thirsty even my captors wondered at it.

And my men ..." He shook hishead sadly. "They thought | was dead
sometimes. Init. Sometimesit seemed asif | were dead.”

We adways thought he'd told us these storiesto terrify usinto not
playing the Dark Game too much. After dl, if it were such adeadly
game, why even teach it to us? Why even train usto play it?
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But the boredom of Hawthorn in the winter was too much. The cable might
go out or the electricity, or our friends could not tromp from the
village out to our place for awinter'sday of games.

He used the Dark Game once for something that at the time made sense,
but now seemed wrong: when Granny died. Brooke was inconsolable-she
sobbed and screeched asif she would never be happy again. | wasaso
bleating my tears out, for despite her harshness at times, | had loved

the old woman who had read us stories and told us about Wales and
Scotland asif she had been raised there hersdlf.



So, our father, apparently at the end of hisrope, had taken usinto the
smokehouse. We had thought it was to punish usfor wailing so much, but
he sat us down, and guided us through the Dark Game as away to see
Granny again. | barely remember it, other than feging much
better-closng my eyes on asummer afternoon in the cool smokehouse,
fedling the bites of mosquitoes on my arms, and then moving in the dark
of my sdf-imposed blindnessinto adifferent afternoon, and seeing
Granny there, holding her hand out to Brooke and me, and the swest,
gentle voice of our father guiding us.

The Dark Game was smple: Y ou closed your eyes, or you blindfolded
yourself if you couldn't keep your eyes closed. One person, who put on
hisblindfold last, had to count to ten, and then began reciting a

nursery rhyme.

It was avery particular nursery rhyme-our father's own Granny (my
great-grandmother) had taught it to him, as she had been taught it asa
child. He told methat the origins of the Dark Game went back further
than even histwo yearsin the prison camps. "It goes back before words
werewritten
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down, and it'sthe rhythm of the rhyme that counts, not the words. The
words just can be said. The rhythm getsinside you. My Granny told me
that the Dark Game was used in dark times-when horrible things happened
to people, and those who survived those things needed rest from it al.

| took the Dark Game to the prison camps with me and modified it. | used
what | learned there. It helps us escapein hard times. But it'snot a

toy. It isnot to be abused.”

The rhymeitsalf had to do with churchesin England and agame that
children once played while they recited it. It was a common enough

nursery rhyme-1'd heard it since growing up. So it was not uniqueto the
Dark Game. It smply was away for the reciter to help the mind relax.

It began:

"Oranges and lemons, say the bellsof &. Clemens.

Y ou owe mefive farthings, say the bellsof St. Martins.
When will you pay me? say the bellsof Old Balley.
When | amrich, say the bells of Shoreditch.

When will that be? say the bells of Stepney.

| do not know, saysthe great bell a Bowe."

And it ended:



"Here comes acandleto light you to bed-
And here comes a chopper to chop off your head.”

Then the reciter shut his eyes and began to guide the others-and we'd go
in our minds where our guide took us, with no resistance. At some point,
you'd be telling what you saw in your mind, over and over again, until
you began redly seeing the othersthere aswell, with you. Whereyou
went, what you were doing. Y ou tried to rise outside of your body and
just float there and watch yoursdlf. Our father had told
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usit wasasurviva technique-and that it would help us understand how
our minds worked. Looking back, | can understand now that we were
probably too young to play the Game-because our imaginations were
aready strong asit was. But our father played it with us when we were
al alittle too rambunctious and bored at the same time, and the winter
blizzards had come down on theidand.

In the winter, we played the Dark Game alot, and it wasfairly innocent

for awhile. We could travel through time or to other countries or to

places we made up. We could even see our mother-we would travel to where
we thought we could find her. When she lived with us, we would trave to

the store or to the kitchen and pretend we were near her. After she
abandoned us, we pretended to travel to Brazil, to abeautiful homein

the mountains.

But the last time we played it, something went wrong.

It was aflight of fantasy for us. It was our family secret- we didn't

let other kidsin on the Dark Game. | told Harry about it, but that was
about it. Harry had been sad about hisfather'siliness, and | wanted to
help him escape. He was the only person who | believe knew about it
outside of the three of usand our father.

At some point, something broke about the game, and we all just stopped
playingit.

"Y ou painted something about your dream,” | told her. She shook her
head. "What do you mean?' "In the greenhouse,” | said. "'l saw your
painting. Theone
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of the dream you just told me. Y ou, standing at the front door intherain.”

"l didn't paint any dreams,” she said. "And who gave you permission to
snoop?



"Y ou left them out. In the open.”
"l did not," Brooke said.

We got into the kind of argument over this (whether or not sheld left
her paintings out to be seen) that we'd had askids. It dmost felt good
to spar abit, and finaly it ended asdl our chalenges had: We had to
go downstairsto check it out for ourselves.

Brooke went ahead of me, key in hand.

Againgt my wishes, she had locked the upstairs hall door. She stood in
front of me and turned the key in the lock, without gpologizing for this

lgpsein judgment.

Then, down the backstairs in what we'd always called the sewing room
(even though no one had ever sewn in it snce Granny with her quilts and
embroidery), through another set of doors until we cameto the closest
thing that could be called ahalway (five feet in length), and the door

to the greenhouse.

Brooke went in, nearly asinterested in the canvases as | had been. The
one on the easd, and the one of our father she acknowledged.

But when she reached back to lift the third canvas, she nearly dropped
it. "Shit!" she cried out. The dogs, upstairsin her bedroom, began
barking at some noise. "Shit! Nemo! Isthisajoke?' Sheturned to me,
holding up the canvas.
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| saw the same painting I'd observed previoudy: awoman who looked very
much like my sister, naked, her skin painted red, standing on the front
porch of our house during a storm.

"It'syour dream,” | said, confused. "See? There you are on the porch.”

"Did you do this?' she asked, and | heard tears and not a small amount
of ragein her voice. "Did you bring this out?'

"No," | said.

"You did! You came back to do thiskind of prank, the kinds of ... of
things you used to do. God, | thought you grew up! | guess| waswrong!"
she spat, her rage like agathering storm. Then she took the painting

and held it up to my face asif shewere going to hit mewith it.

"Look at it. Look at it," shesaid. "Did you do this?'
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| tried to focus on the canvas, but | couldn't. It wastoo closeto my face.

"Brooke," | said, my voicerising, "look, what are you so mad about?
It'syour dream. You painted it. You."

| grabbed it from her hands, and when | did, | saw akind of
uncalled-for fury on her face. | took the canvas and set it down a my
sde "What the hdl isgoing on?"

"l want to know who's been getting into my paints and painting thiskind
of... obscene ..."

"Brooke, it'syou,” | sad. "It'sthe same kind of figuresyou did
here." | pointed to the one on the easdl, of the faceless children.

"It'snot mel" she screamed. "I am not the one who painted that!" She
pointed to the painting at my side. "How could | have? Christ, Nemo. How
could I have?1 did not doit!" Her shouts grew, and | had the strange
feding that something was vibrating nearby-something was shaking-|
looked at her hands, clenched at her sides, trembling as she cried ouit.

And then, asound as if abomb exploded nearby.

The glass of the greenhouse seemed to bend dightly-1 was overly tired,
s0 | couldnt tdll if thiswasright-but it was asif the glass of the

wall behind Brooke rippled like water with something moving through
it-something that moved snakelike dong the surface of glass.

"Cam down, Brooke," | said. "Cam down, it'sdl right. It'sal right."
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"l am not losng my mind! | did not imaginethis! Thisisatrick-you're
trying to make methink I'm losing it, but I'm not!" she shouted.

"Brooke," | reached out and took her trembling fist, and held it in my
hands. "It'sdl right. It'sdl right. Try and relax.” | kept my eyes

on the glass, for it continued its S-shaped ripples, and Brooke seemed
to notice it aswell-shelooked up to the ceiling, the curved glass of

it moving like acanopy in the breeze-just floating up dightly, and

then resting back down again.

"l am...not ... losing ..." she said, and then went quiet.

She nearly fdl, trembling into my arms. She was hot with fever as|
held her, briefly. "Oh my God, did you seeit, too?' she asked.



"I'mnot sure," | said, but insde | knew thiswasalie "Yes. Yes. |
sawit"

Her voice was awhisper. "Sometimes | seeit at night. Something isin
here. Something'sin the house with us"

"Were stressed,” | said. | et her go, and she wiped her hands across
her face and smoothed out her hair.

"It'snot just stress," she said. "Dear God, Nemo, | thought | was

losing it. I've thought so sSince October. But you saw it?" Tears of what
might have been rdlief-or even gratitude- flooded her eyes and streamed
down her face.

| went to wake up Bruno. | got abit of ashock going into hisroom-he
lay there, the quilt pulled back, his naked back with
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ayin-yang tattoo near hislower spine. Next to him, dightly

overlapping leg upon leg, snoring away, was Cary Conklin, the guy who
had brought me over in the boat. Bruno's boyfriend.

| didn't redlly think to react-1 had only just gotten used to Bruno

being gay, so seeing his boyfriend in hisold bed- far too smdll for the

two of them, so they were draped over each other-made me fed abit the
way the three bears must've felt upon finding Goldilocks. | didn't want

to wake Cary, so | tapped Bruno on hisleft foot. After afew taps, he
snarfled awake and glanced back at me.

"Hey, Nemo."

"Bruno,” | said. "Sorry to, um, wake you up so early. But something's up.”
"Up asin 'important?"

| nodded.

Hesghed. "Okay," hewhispered. "I'll bedownin afew."

"Y ou notice anything strange here?" | asked as soon as he bounded down
the stairs, wearing along T-shirt and red boxers. He had a harsh look
inhiseyes, asif hewerefuriousfor being dragged out of bed so early.
"Strange?" he asked.

"Thingsmissng?'

Bruno shook his head.

"Wewerein the greenhouse alittlewhile ago,” | said, glancing at



Brooke. " Something weird happened.”
"Like?"

"Likethe glassmoved.”
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"Moved? Broke?'

"No," | sad. "It waslike...."

"like quickslver," Brooke sad.
"What's quickslver?'

"Likeliquid," | sad.

Bruno squinted and looked at Brooke. "Y ou've been up dl night.” Then at
me. "Y ou don't exactly look al there, either.”

"Wesaw it, tired or not," | said.
"Did you ask her?' Bruno turned to me.
"Ask mewhat?' Brooke raised an eyebrow a me.

"No," | replied. Thento her, "Y ou walk up and down the house dl night
long."

"l know," shesaid.
"Why?' Bruno chirped.
"Why do you think? Our father was murdered. | can't deep.”

"No," Bruno said. He pointed afinger a her. "Y ou were doing it before
Dad died."

"No | waan't."

Bruno haf-grinned. "Comeon. | saw you. I'd wake up and see you in my
room. Just walking."

"I'mtelling you," she said. She shot aglanceat me. "'l wasn't.”
"You sure?'
"l don'tlie" shesad.

Bruno let out what | can only describe as a repressed breath, through



his nogtrils.
"l don't," she repeated.

"So the bathtub story isaccurate,” hesaid. "You fell adeep. You
weren't trying to-"
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"God!" Brooke closed her eyes. "God, I'm going to have aheadache.”

"Doesn't matter," | said to him. "l was there, too. | saw it. It was
thisrippling ... thing."

"Whet time?'

| shrugged. "Six, maybe."

"Well," he said, soreading hishands out asif this solved everything.

"No deep, thelight barely up outside. And you-" he nodded to Brooke.
"Miss Xanax."

"I haven't taken one since the day after Dad was killed."

| closed my eyes, trying to figure out how thisal could be. How could

| have seen the same thing Brooke had seen: the glass of the greenhouse
moving. "What about the painting?" | asked Brooke.

"l didn't paintit," sheingsted.

"Youdid," | said. "It'sthe same asthe others. And it's exactly what
the dream was. The one you told me about.”

"Let'snot get into this again. Maybe we didn't see anything on the glass.”
"Wait," | said. "Y ou saw something on the glass?!
"Youdid, too," shesaid.

"No, | saw it move-likeit wasrippling or... | don't know ... that's
not what it waslike ... it waslikeit was blurring or something."

"l saw awoman'sface," shesad.

"Bruno'sright. I'm exhausted,” she added. "I've been up al night. It
wasahdlucination. Y ou didn't seeit?’

223

"l saw movement on the glass.”



"Could've been clouds overhead,” Bruno said. "It'sfoggy. Inthe
greenhouse, it makesthe walslook different.”

"Who wasit you saw inthe glass?' | kept my gaze on my sigter.

"Just awoman,” Brooke said.

| watched her face-my beautiful, smart sister. The stress of what hed
happened had no doubt scrambled her mind abit. Who wouldn't be alittle
shaken, alittle traumatized, by finding her father dead, butchered?

Bathed in blood. How could she not? How could she deep? How could she
function? That she could even speak to us about any of thiswas a bit of
amiraclein and of itsdf.

"Youneedrest," | said. "Weadl do. And | think it'stime we get some
professond help.”

"No shrinks" she said sharply.

"Then Dr. Conndly. Just acheck up. We can dl useone." | turned to
Bruno for support.

"Sure," Bruno said.

"l guess| should talk to someone,” Brooke said findly, anote of
defeat in her voice. "And | can't exactly go to Father Ronnie anymore
for counsd."

"Not snce Dad told him to fuck off," Bruno said.

Bruno ingsted on going to the greenhouse immediately after Brooke went
back up to bed.

"I saw it, Bruno," | said. "Thewall." | went over to the panes of glass
and touched lightly against one of them. Tapped
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it. "It was asif it were made out of gel or something and just moved.”
"How many hours of deep did you get?"

"Hve"

"Y ou need to go back to bed, too," he said.

| went back to bed and woke up around one in the afternoon. The
greenhouse seemed just asit had before. | sat init, Spping my coffee,
for agood haf hour, wondering if I'd get that sensation again. The

glassturning to rippling water. But it didn't. Wide awake, with the day
well under way, | redlized that perhaps | had, after dl, been half



adleep when Brooke and | had gone there at daybreak. Bruno, | figured,
had been a least partidly right. There had been alight fog that

didn't burn off 'til three, and that might've accounted for at least

some of what 1'd seen-accompanied by my lack of deep and my sigter's
rage. | went looking for the picture again, but it was gone. | assumed
Brooke had taken it and put it somewheredse. | called Dr. Connelly's
office and tried to schedule my sister in-even though it was aweek or

90 'til Christmas, his assstant knew, asthe current locd tragic
celebrities, we might be ableto cut in line. Cadled Pola, and wanted

love to take me away from my fears about my sster.

And | thought about my father. He was never away from my mind. | thought
about hisface. His hands. Hisway of speaking that was agentle twist

of Yankeeidander.
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And | wondered why | had never redly gotten dong with him.

Got astrange phone call late one night. About two am.

When | picked it up, it was Paulette Doone. "Y ou demons,” she said. "You
didit. Youdidit."

Then she hung up on me. | fell back to deep, not redly knowing what
had possessed her.

Inthe morning | got acal from Joe, and he told me Ike Doone had shot
himsdf in some cockamamieillega hunting accident going after some
wild turkeys hed flushed out, and Paulette had begun telling everyone
inthevillage, dmogt immediately, that the"Raglan curse’ was upon
them and that the Devil was al around our house.

Ike was not dead, just had a heluvawound on his|eft thigh.

"Try and ignore thiskind of stuff,” Joe said.

Polaand | went to dinner, for long walks-but my mind wastoo much ona
murder and on my family.

Then, just before the weekend, Harry Withers found me.
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The day was sunny and bright, and even though another snow had fallen
recently, it felt warmer outside with the yellow sun and clear blue sky.
When the winter's gray asin New England, you've got to get outdoors on

those daysthat the sun findly shines.

Onadog'sass.



Stepping out the door, | was greeted with the bounding legps and nips at
my elbows of Madoc, the greyhound that seemed more like askinny horse
than adog. He followed me aways, and then, after aquarter mile or so,
ran back for the house and his companion, Mab, who was barking down by
the duck pond.

| wanted to enjoy agood wak on alone country road.

Just as | was setting off, Harry Withers showed up.
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Harry wasimpossibly dressed in a broad-brimmed hat and a duster jacket,
and his square glasses, and aflop of thick brown hair nearly over his

eyes. | laughed when | saw him.

"Y ou look like the sheriff of Sagebrush,” | said.

"I know, | know," Harry said. "Ridiculous, isn't it? | thought | looked
likean Itdian prelate.”

"Youfound me"

"l gaveyou alittletime,” he said, somewhat sheepishly. "I heard you
werein the pubs with Bruno, but | didn't come looking. Out of respect.”

"Thanks" | said.

"Want towak abit?'

He hadn't changed much in the years since I'd been gone. He looked asif
he were eighteen till, but with abit of a paunch. His eyes had the

kind of brightnessto them that only someonewho loves hislife ssemsto
have. His crooked smile was disarming, but painful for me to remember.
It was some kind of muscle problem that hed had since an accident when
he was a baby.

He amiled at the worst times-aways had.

His smile was some kind of permanent scar on hisface. Happy or sad, he
gmiled. Hetold me he couldn't help it.

"They believe," he said, referring to the police, "that the
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killer must have escaped right after the murder.” He paused and added,



"Isthisgoing to upset you, hearing about it?"
"Not asmuch asit should.”

He went off the road and bent down in the snow, practicaly squatting.

He drew up alongish thick branch that had come down in the storm, broke
off the weak branchesfromit, and said, "Instant walking stick." He

took it with him and used it as a pointer.

"Over there, from the woods. That'swhat they think. Then, from there,
to the harbor. Their own boat.”

"Could be," | said.

Harry'ssmileintengfied. Thenit dropped to agtraight line on his

face. "l don't think so. In fact, it'sbasicaly not possible, but try

telling that to Joe Grogan. Firgt, | doubt one man did this. | suspect
there were afew. And second, getting off theidand during a Nor'easter
issuicide. If they got in aboat that night, particularly somelittle
motorboat, they'd have been lucky if they made it to the Vineyard.
They'redill here

"Interesting,” | said.

Harry pointed a the smokehouse, which lay back toward the house itsdlf.
He seemed about to say something, but stopped himsdlf. Then he held the
stick paralel to the ground and pressed it down. "They probably didn't
tell you about the footprints.”

"Thekiller's?'

"They've kept things quiet. Joe Grogan's seen to that. All the
mainlander investigators have combed and questioned and pretty much
turned over every rock. They even hauled Carson's butt in for
questioning, and the poor guy could only
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weep and tdl them that he thought he saw a demon that night. They
amost took him away. If Joe hadn't stepped in, Carson McKinley would
probably be in some state hospital in Boston getting drugged up every
time he thought of sheep. Everyone ontheidand is scared.”

"All Sx hundred?'

He shrugged. "Fewer thisyear. The McWhorters and the Carrs moved. When
the propane delivery changed, the entire McHenry clan had to move back

to Providence, and then one of the Women Whom God Forgot died. Sarah
Hatchet was ninety-six. So we now have gpproximately, five hundred
seventy-two. But then, you're back, and Bruno. Five hundred seventy-four.”



| looked at him asif | had never known' him. We'd had some bad stuff
between usin the past. We'd had some good stuff aswell. | had never
been sure how much | redlly trusted Harry. "What do you want from me?"

Helooked a meinnocently enough. Like a puppy that just got dapped on
the nose. " 'Want'?"

"Yep. Want. You and | don't speak for just about a decade, and now you
want something. | cantell. | can senseit.”

He chuckled. "Jesus, Nemo. Y ou haven't changed much.”

"Probably not." Hewasright. | redlly hadn't changed much in those
intervening years. All my woundswerefairly fresh, at least now that |
was back on theidand. Maybe worse because of the murder.

"Okay, let me cut to the chase," he said. "'l want to be abig-time
reporter. | want to be on CNN someday. Or network news. I'm nearly
thirty and on an idand nobody cares about,
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writing up local gossip. | want something more. It's not an industry

that wants middle-aged men joining it. It's an industry where you work

up when you're young. And I'm not gonna get there from Burnley 1dand
and awinter circulation of under athousand-most of whom usethe
Sx-page newspaper to line their birdcages and paper train their puppies
and wipe their asses-writing the occasiona odd story about the
octogenarian great-great grandmother who still knits siveaters from yaks
that gets picked up by the AP wire because suddenly yaks are a hot topic.”

Had to laugh at that last string of images.

"So you want abig murder story.”

"Ligten, | got abig murder story,” he said. "But it's not enough. |

need to solve abig murder story. | need to solveit. And | need
whatever information | can get.”

"Oh," I said. "Y ou want to go in. The smokehouse."

"Yougotit," hesad.

Harry went over the particulars of the murder. " There were no prints at
al. No footprints. No handprints. No weapon found. There was enough
blood there-pardon me, Nemo, | know thisishard to haveto hear,” he
said. "But prints would've been made. One person or three or four.

Someone. But the strangest part of al waswhat your father did.”

| waited for whatever thiswas.



"Helet it happen. Hewas divefor a least an hour. Hewascut in
places on hisbody, strategicdly, asif to keep him
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divefor thelongest time, but he seemsto havejust lain down and let
them dice off parts of hisbody after that," Harry said. "It wasn't
just amurder. It wasasurgical procedure.

"Y ou haven't been over to it Snceit happened, have you?' Harry asked.
He pointed again to the smokehouse with the stick.

"It'sdll off-limits | said. "They might need to-" He cut me off.

"They went over that place for days. They didn't find asingle

fingerprint or footprint or anything other than your father's own

prints. They came up with nothing. One of the top forensics expertsin
Boston came out for three days trying to collect something. It hasthem
al baffled. Y ou think you're going to get justice from anyone?
Impossible. They can't come up with a case. The State attorney's gonna
have to figure out where to point the finger, and each one of you has an
aibi, except for Brooke, and no one thinks awoman of five-foot-four,
even as sturdily built as Brooke, could do this and not leave atrace of
hersdf behind. She took adirect route into that smokehouse and sat
down on that bloody floor and went catatonic or something for afew
hours before caling anyone. Only her prints show up, and they're known
to have come long after the murder took place because of the way the
blood had congedled. Sheisthe only possible suspect, but they redly
don' think it's her, unless shewent Lizzie Borden on hisass. And it
would be nearly impossible for her to do it without some others helping,
who again, would have |eft some trace of themsalvesin that room. It was
amess.
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No onewho did that would've gotten out. Grogan told someone that your
father might've even laid down and done it to himsdlf. He drew adiagram
of how it might've been done. But what | want to know is, how'd your dad
chop hisown head off?"

It was more than | was reedy for. | nearly dropped into the wet ground
and covered my face. | wanted to block out the images forming in my head.

To hiscredit, Harry crouched down beside me and wrapped an arm around
my back. "I'm sorry, Nemo."

"Got acigarette?’

"No. And you should quit,” he said. "My dad died of emphysema. It's
nasty. Smoked apack aday and thought it wasn't much. Dead by fifty-three.”

"My dad died by being chopped up, dead by fifty-eight,” | said. The



galows humor was upon me. | redlly wanted a cigarette, but had left my
pack in my other coat's pocket.

"Heresthething," he said. "Brooke might've helped him doit. That's
the only theory I've heard bandied about that might work. Brooke
might've been in cahoots with your father on killing him.”

"And you know how ridiculous that sounds?"
"Completdy."

"If my sster wereto help my father kill himsdlf, thereare easier

ways. Theresdrowning in the pond. Smothering with apillow. Gun at the
back of the head," | said. More gallows humor. | couldn't helpiit. If
you've ever gotten to such apoint
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of confusion that it wasalmost asif you couldn't see out from your own
eyes, then you know how | felt as| sat there on the ground.

"I know, and that'swhat Grogan told me, too, just about. But at some
point-now, or amonth from now, or ayear from now, they may go after
her. Unless someone figures this out. Y ou know how the cops figured out
the Manson murders?'

| shook my head.

"Right. They didn't. The reportersfigured it out. Because investigators
arelooking at the small picture. But sometimes, it'sthe big obvious
picture that spitsin your face. | don't believe Brooke did it. | think
afew people murdered your father. | have no ideawhat motiveis
involved. | have no ideawho they are or where they went. But | think
between the two of us, we can go in there and seeif there's something
the detectives missed. How many years hasit been since Jon-Benet Ramsey
was killed? Wéll, there's no actual suspect yet. No one can bring
charges. Thiscould be like that. But my fear isthat Brookeisgoing to
be the easy target, even if she'sthe wrong one. And yes, shelll be
proven innocent, but that won't matter once she goesto court. It'sa
nasty system when it dragsin a scapegoat. | don't want it to. | want it
to drag inthekillers. | want to be the guy to piece stuff together.”

"Y ou know what?1 fed guilty for saying this, but | just want Dad to be
buried and thisto go away."

"Of course" hesaid. "But it won't go away. Not many murders out thisway."
"I know." | Sghed. "It'stheworst in New England history. Or something.”
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"It'snot that,” he said. "There've been others that might be worse. A
family waskilled down on Outerbridge I1dand a couple of years back.
They caught the boysinvolved, eventudly. When Stonehaven, down in
Connecticut, had that big mass murder back in the-what? Well, years ago,
that was pretty damn bad. Thereéve been murdersdl over the place. |
think the Borden murdersin Fal River sill have thetide of the

bloodiest unsolved murders. But thisone ... well, it'sours. Burnley's.

Y ou know about your dad's business?’

| nodded. "If what you're asking is about hisfinances, yeah, | knew."

"He was agambler. Not that he ever went down to Foxwoods or Atlantic
City. | mean, he played the odds with his businessinstead of going the

safe route. And money disappeared. Not alot at any onetime. Five

hundred here, athousand there. But if you look at the books, it comes

to about

75,000 bucks over atwenty-year period. It wasn't in his bank account.
Brooke doesn't haveit,” Harry said. "Theresalot of money unaccounted

for. So maybe money was amotive. Maybe he had an old debt. Maybeit was
awar buddy. Maybe it was your mom."

When he said this, | caught my breath. "Asif she gave adamn. Shed
have more money than God from my grandmother'swill."

"Shewas disnherited,” Harry said.
"Fuck," | said. "I fed like bones are being picked over."

"The estate never contacted her, she never contacted them. The
detectives have been trying to locate her, too."

"Well, I'm pretty sureit wasn't my mother,” | said,
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snorting. "Unless she came dl theway up from Brazil to kill him and
then take off again.”

"When it comes to murder, you never know who it might be," Harry said.
"Come on, let's go to the smokehouse.”

Harry handed methe key. "'l got it from Joe. He and hisguys are so
symied, he gave me hisblessing.”

| looked at the key, which | had never seen in my childhood. My father
had kept it around his neck. What in God's name for?

| looked up a Harry. "Okay."

| unlocked the door.
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To enter the smokehouse, we both had to lean forward, stooping abit.
The doorway was low, and the celling was not much higher. | felt a
strange warmth, and half expected to remember dl the hiding and the
punishing and the secrecy that the smokehouse had been in my childhood,
but not one bit of it came back to me. It seemed like an dien place. It
would've seemed ordinary, but for the forensics work that had been done
there.

In the smokehouse. Bloodstains. Chalk, fading. Fragrant, dmost
March-like smell of seedlings and freshly turned earth
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mixed with the coppery tang in the air and the smell of dead animal.
Dead man. Dead father.

"Why do you think he came out here?' Harry asked.

"Noidea | redlly don't know."

"Itsdmogt aritua," Harry said. "He was laid out spread-eagle.” He
spread hisarms and legswide. "No ropes, no tethers. They suspect he
was lifted up at one point, but then laid back down. Whoever did it let
him go dowly. The mgor cuts didn't happen until near the end. Whoever
did thiswanted him adive for most of it. Whoever did this, he didn't

fight them.”

| caught my breath and held it. Then exhded. "l fed likealittlekid
scared of the dark."

"Y ou used to play that gamein here," Harry said.
lqu).ll

"I never understood it. | aways wondered what was going on because when
| tried to play it, | just didn't see what you saw."

"It wasjust imagination,” | said.

"Sure," hesaid. "Like any other kid's make-believe game. Y ou close your
eyes and you start making ajourney in your mind."

"Isthat what you'reinterested in?" | asked. "The Dark Game?"

"Not redlly. But it happened here. Y our father's murder. Y ou played the
game here, and you al had some strange storiesto tell back then.”
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"Wedid?'
"Y ou don't remember?"

"Done everything | could to not remember. And then some. | just seemto
remember creating afantasy world."

"An escape hatch,”" Harry said. "That'swhat your dad caled it. | heard
him yelling at you one time because he found some ragswed used as
blindfolds. And he told you not to keep using an escape hatch, that it
was only for truly bad times."

| looked up and around thewadlls. Harry shone hisflashlight into the
corners of the stonewalls.

"Awful," | whispered through gritted teeth.

The blood had begun to turn brown on the sone. The celling of the
smokehouse was too dark to see. Harry's flashlight spun around; he went
to thewalls and carefully looked at thingsthat | had no desireto see,

let alone know about. | just caught aglimpse of the markings on the

floor where my father's body had been found, ajigsaw puzzle of abody,
cut in severd places. | got the feding that someone else wasthere, in
some dark recess of the place. | began to fed the small hairson my

arms stand up. | felt theway | would've waking up from anightmare that
had seemed al too redl.

The temperature indde the smokehouse dropped severa degrees, and |
felt something on my earlobe, asif an insect were crawling dong it,
tickling.

| felt light-headed, and the room seemed to spin. | tried saying
something to Harry-I think I'm fainting, | wanted to say, but words
wouldn't come out of my mouth.

"Holy shit!" Harry gasped as he turned toward me, and | felt the beam of
the flashlight on my face like an exploded
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sun-it blinded me for an ingtant, and when my vison returned, | felt as
if 1 were looking out from someone else's eyes.

The world seemed to collgpsein onitsdlf, in to ablack hole of

darkness as awave of nauseawent through me and my knees buckled. |
knew | would fdl, or wasin the process of fdling, but suddenly, it

al went dark.

When | woke up, | was outside, looking up into the empty sky, feding a
coldness at the back of my neck and the worst headache of my life



pressing againgt my skull.

"Nemo?' Harry asked. He crouched beside me; | felt hisarm under the
back of my neck, supporting me.

| tried to speak, but my mouth felt dry and raw, and | could fedl the
beginnings of asorethroat.

Harry's face was white. He had scratches dl along his cheeks. Hislower
lip was cut and bloody, and he had the purplish beginnings of ablack
left eye. "Jesus H. Christ, Nemo, what in God's name was that al about?’
| coughed out, "I don't know." Felt like razor bladesin my throat.
"Isthat you in there, or do | need to hit you again?' Harry asked.

| felt pressure from his arm across my neck.

Hewasafrad | wasgoingto lungeat him.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

Y ou nearly best the crap out of me," Harry said. Hisface bore thin red
markings around the eyes and nose. He sweated profusely. "I thought it

wasasazure. At fird. It wasliketrying to help agrizzly.”

"Sorry," | sad, feding awkward gpologizing for something that | wasn't
even sure had come from me. "I can't believeit.”

| felt asif something had been torn out of me againgt my will. | felt
raped in some awful way.

Cold and torn and used by something that had pressed its way into my body.
It was afeding of insanity.
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Weas| going crazy? Wasthisasgn? Wasit stress?

| tried to remember the stories that my father had told of Granny and

how she'd had her spells when sheld start talking to people who weren't
there; or when my grandfather had tried to set ahearth firein the gas

oven and nearly blown up Hawthorn atogether but for the quick thinking

on my father's part.

But those were ol d-age diseases-those were dementias that came after

sventy.



They weren't this.
Part of me genuinely could not believeit.

Part of me even harbored a damning hope that Harry had made it up and
would tell mein amoment that it was abig joke. That he'd scraped up
his own face, punched himself with the back of the flashlight, and was
having agood one at my expense so soon after my father's murder.

"Let's get back to the house," he said, easing up on my neck and chest.
He stood up and offered me hishand. "'l don't know what the hell just
happened, but you look like you should lie down on something other than

Oncel felt well enough to stand, | decided that | wasn't going to go
back to the house.

Not just yet.

| had grown abit worried about Brooke's nocturna ramblings through the
rooms of the house, and | didn't want to add yet another disturbanceto
her lifeif | could hepit.

Harry offered to drive meto hisdigsin the village-hed
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inherited both the Burnley Gazette office and the house in which it

existed. He had abig fat Jeep Grand Cherokee that was about seven years
old and seemed like it had the crap kicked out of it in dents and

nicks-the roof itsalf had adent that made it seem asif an eephant had
fdlenonit. "l got it chegp. One of the rich guysgot in awreck up

idand two summers ago,” hetold me. Then helaughed. "Chrigt, | can't
believe I'm talking about this car. All I'm thinking about iswhat just

happened.”

When we got to his office, thefirst thing he did was get a bottle of
aged Scotch from the middle file drawer by his desk.

"Nonefor me" | said.

"You sure?"

"Okay. Okay. Maybejust alittle.”

"It'sfor me, Christ dmighty," he said. Hefilled atumbler with the

brown liquid and drank haf of it back before coming up for air. Then he
filled amug about half full and brought it over to me.

The warm fire of the Scotch was a nice antidote to theicel'd been
fedinginmy flesh.



"How bad wasit?' | asked.

He pointed to the scratches on hisface and around histhroat. A dark
bruise on hiswrist where I'd apparently tried to tear hisarm off. "And
you tried to biteme," he said. "Y ou practicaly knocked the wind out of
me, Nemo. I'm not sure how, but you did."

"Shit"

244

"Any ideawhy?"'

"No."

"You sadyou'd get dl of us," hesaid. "And then you knocked the
flashlight out of my hand." He made amotion with hisarm asif he were
physicaly trying to remember what | had done. He moved hisarmsdowly
and cocked his head to the side. "Then you ... you reached up and tore
my glasses off. Somewherein there, your fingernails went into my face.
Not sure when you hit my lip. And you socked me agood oneright here.”
He tapped afinger just below hisleft eye. The skin around it had grown
darker.

"Jesus. I'm sorry. Jesus.”

"Ever have saizures?'

"Nonethat | know of."

"Ever have ascan done? MRI?

"No."

"When wasthelast time you had a physica ?*

| shrugged. "College. Junior year."

"Any accidents?'

"Likewhat?'

"Anything that would cause traumato your head?!

"Nothing. Accident free. | guess| fell on the sdewak oncedownin
Virginia. It was muddy. | dipped and hit my knee and elbow. Hard.
That'stheonly thing | canthink of "

"Didn't you get hurt on theice once?’



"Oh, yeah. Y ou mean when we were fourteen? Y eah, | fell and cracked my
head open.”

"But you were checked after that.”

"Nothing beyond some stitches.”
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He took another swig of Scotch. "Y ou didn't even sound like you."
"Who'd | sound like?'

"No idea. Someone different.” Asan afterthought, Harry Withers added,
"A woman."

Hewent over it again:

" S0, I'm looking around. | was crouching down, and | hear thisnoise.
Well, maybe not much of anoise. It'slike ahigh-pitched sound. | smell
smoke, but I'm not sure why. Except it's an old smokehouse and it's
winter, and you know how sometimes those old stone houses can reek of
smokeif they've ever had it. Only you say something right at that

moment, and I'm ignoring you-you say something | don't quite understand.
Now that | think of it, it was asif your tongue was heavy in your

mouth, like you'd been shot up with Novocain. | turn my head back, Nemo,
and you're standing over me. The freaky thing about it isthat not a
second before, you were across the room. | know it'sasmall room, but |
wouldve heard you. But it was asif you suddenly were just standing

over me,

"I'm not oneto get startled over nothing, but | have to admit, my mouth
went dry when | saw you, and | felt something inthe air, asif the
weather had changed outside, or asif there were static dectricity.
Maybe the fedling you're supposed to get when lightning is about to hit
whereyou're sanding. That'swhat it felt like. And | look up at you. |
can't quite
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see your face. It's not so dark with you right there that | can't see

your face at dl. But you seem funny, and I'm alittle freaked, and |

hold the flashlight up, and that's when you knock it out of my hand. But
| seeyour face for a second, and Nemo, it ain't your face, buddy. It's
someone esg, it's like you took off amask. | don't know what was so
different, but you looked angry, and your lips seemed different.

"And then | stood up, and you were whispering something over and over
again. | said, 'Nemo? and you started in on dl that Suff, and it's

just not you, Nemo. | know you too well, and it'snot you at dl. You
clawed at my face and my glasseswent flying, and | had to shove you as



hard as| could, which iswhy your head probably hurtsalittle, snce
you hit thewall and went down.

"It waslike..." hesad, finishing with alast sip of Scotch.
"Like?"

He smacked hislips. Shook his head. He nearly grinned when he said it.
"It'sgonna sound crazy. But it was like you were possessed.”

| thought for half a second he had said "obsessed.” Then | remembered
that Harry had been the superstitious one. He had aways believed there
were ghosts on the idand-at least asaboy. | had figured he had
outgrown this, but based on mentioning possession, | assumed he till
believed that there were ghosts. And that they got inside people.

Asif reading my mind, he said, "It's probably just stress. Anxiety. All
the crap you've been going through since you got back."
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| nodded.

Heleaned forward dightly, Staring at me with an intensity that made

him seem abit maniacal. "We gotta go back there, bud. Thistimewith a
tape recorder.”
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| agreed to go back to the smokehouse with Harry.

| didn't want to goin there again.

| didn't want to fed it.

Not aterrible feding, or afear of being out of control.

| had been turned on in the smokehouse. | had felt an arousal the likes
of which | canonly call sexud, but which seemed more encompassing than

thet.

It had been like some kind of high within my bloodstream, and when |
findly tried tofigureit out, | redized:

| had felt like alad again, on the cusp of pleasure and arare, nearly
erotic feding that dl my burdensin life had been lifted.



It waslike taking ahit of aredly powerful drug that made
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the user fed euphoria, excitement, and aliberation from gravity itself.
Harry and | trudged up one late afternoon, about three or so, with
flashlights, and adigita voice recorder that Harry usualy used when
interviewing some old sat or corporate CEO who vacationed up idand.
"Just talk normadly. It'll pick up dl kinds of sounds. It'sa sengtive

bit of machinery,” hesaid.

Unlocking the door to the smokehouse, he made an "after you" gesture
with hishands.

| stepped inside, and nothing happened. | stood in the smokehouse,
closed my eyesfor asecond or two because | did fed anxiousjust being
there.

| guessit was during those few seconds that something did indeed
happen, because when | opened my eyes-it was little more than a blink-my
watch-and Harry-told me that twenty minutes had gone by.
Anditwasall ontape.

"It'sfantastic!" he said, with the glee of aboy. "Oh my God, isthis

ever amazing! It gave me goosebumps, standing there. 1t was absol utely
chilling!" "Harry?" | asked.
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He pressed the play button on the smdl cylindrica machine,

"Who are you?' Harry's voice on the tape.

Silence. | glanced a Harry, but he kept his eyes on the recorder.

Five minutes or more passed. | tried to block out al other soundsin

the room, and any from outside the window. | was sure | could hear the
whirr of thetapeitsdlf. | leaned dightly forward asif | might miss
whatever it was that he was so keen on. | imagined myself standing

there, eyes closed, in some kind of trance.

And then something changed on the tape. Like asmal mouse scurryingin
acorner. Just awhisper of anoise.

| tried to focus dl attention on that small sound.
And then it exploded.

"LET ME OUT!" The scream was so loud it was nearly distorted on the



tape. "LET ME OUT! PLEASE! OH GOD! LET ME OUT! DON'T DO THISTO ME!
PLEASE! OH GOD!

LET ME GO! PLEASE SOMEBODY LET ME OUT! GOD

HELP ME! GOD HELP ME!"
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Part Three

"Y ou owe mefivefarthing, Say the bdlsof St. Martin's..." -traditiona
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The voice kept screaming until Harry shut off the machine. Heheld itin
his hand, looked down at it, then up a me. "Worst part is," Harry said,
"I've heard this voice before."

Harry said, "I interviewed a psychic once-amedium. She and her husband
rented the Houghs place up on Grotto Road for the summer four years
ago. My dad till ran the paper, and | was trying to do those pieces
about local color and the tourists, and she had just gotten on some TV
show about reaching the other side or something, so shewasa
near-celeb. Shetold me that sheld channdl to show mewhat it waslike.
| may be
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wrong, but it wasthat voice. I've got the tape somewhere back in the
files" Hesad thisasif hewerejus thinking it doud for the first

time. "Either you're possessed,” he added, "or you're insane. Y ou choose
your adventure.”

"Insane," | said, and looked at the small tape machine and wished it
didnt exis.

"Ever had any problems of this sort before?!
"Thisisridiculous," | sad.

"Ever had any problems of this sort before?" he repesated.



"No."

"That you know of," he said.

"Harry," | said. "Give meabresk."

"Can | get your permission to do something in that smokehouse?' Harry asked.
"Depends,” | sad.

"Y ou want to find out who murdered your father?"

"Of course."

"| think the police missed something." He wiped hisface with hishands.
"l haveto ask you this, but it'sinsane enough asit is. Do you believe

in ghods?'

"No," | said immediately.

"Good," Harry sghed, haf grinning. "'l was afraid thiswasfraud, and
you weretrying to creste some bizarre defense.”

"Why the hell would | do that?
"In case Brooke gets arrested.”
"Shewon't."

"She shouldn't. She might. She did St in there for hours before caling
Joe Grogan. Her prints are the only ones there."

"Shedidn'tdoit,” | said. "And | wouldn't suddenly Start ...
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acting out... or something ... Who would the ghost be? My grandmother?
My dad?’

Hisface became unreadable. "I don't know. | don't know. It... sounds
... likeawoman. Don't you think?"

"I don't know. It sounds like me with afucked-up voice."

"Not likeyou at dl," hesad.

"You bdievein ghosts?' | asked.

He shook his head. "No. Not me. Open-minded skepticism. Look, let me

find the other tape. We can go over this. Y ou might want to hear it.
Maybeit'll mean something to you."



That evening, we sat in Harry's uncomfortable living room, and he played
the tape. It was on an old redl-to-redl that hisfather had used for

interviews. The psychic, named Mary Manley, had written two books on the
subjects of life after death. One had been called Where Angels Fear and

the other, Taking to the Lost. Harry pointed to the books up high on

his dusty bookshelf, next to the fireplace, in which hedd built a

comfortable, rosy fire. We picked at our white cartons of noodles and
chicken with the chopsticks, dthough | ended up going for afork. Harry

told me about her books.

"She mainly went where she said the spiritstook her. She investigated
the Gisders Bed and Bregkfast up in Cullen Town, Vermont, after it was
said that the disturbed spirit of adead man kept yelling at the guests.

She claimed it was afake, something put on by the owner's oldest son,
who out of sheer
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vindictiveness wanted his parents to sell the house and get out of the
business. She'sagresat detector of fraud in theworld of spirituaists

and mediums. She aso exorcised the spirit of alittle girl who haunted
aplayground in VVancouver, and that'swhat got her on thetelevision
shows, because the mother of the dead girl claimed that there were
reasonswhy it had to be her dead daughter. Her books are moderately
level-headed, although she had theoriesthat sound alittleslly if you
think about them. But one that makes senseisthat if there are ghosts,
they're not literdly the person madeinvisible. They're the energy of

that person, trapped for some reason. Unreleased energy. She used the
metaphor of gastrapped in rock. Manley saysit's like that. Or
carbonation in asoda bottle-you shake it up over and over again, and
pretty soon it explodes. It's not a human being per se, but aforce.

Wl let'slisten,” he said, and got up to turn on the enormous tape
meachine.

"What preparations do you make?' Harry's voice seemed a bit nervous on
the tape.

"Well, it'snot rdligion. It'sbasic practicdity. Some spirits are bad
energy, and | haveto protect mysalf. So, first, | spend aday or twoin
purification. | meditate. | do someyoga. | try to put myself in some
reaxing place. | don't fast-1 eat quite abit during that time because

I'll need the strength. | take timeto talk to whomever | needtoin

order to settle past disputes. That's part of purification, settling the
past. It'snot asmplefix, but if | can make the first step, whether

it'san apology to afriend or business associate, or along letter |
writeto my dead father and mother in order to show gratitude for what
they gave me and how they cared for me. Basicdly, whatever is clouding
my mind needsto be dealt with
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beforehand. Then | just go to the place of disturbance and open mysdlf
toit. You may think thisis some pristine pure thing, but in fact, it
fedssexud. That's not palitically correct to say, but | get an erotic

and sexud feding from it. That'swhy my mind needsto be clear and my
body strong. | am going to be invaded by another presence, and | haveto
open my arms and wrap myself around it. If nat, it will berape. The
presence will rgpe me. That's the danger of this. If | have not given

mysdlf to it completey and willingly, I will not remember anything, and

it will have power over me, and it will destroy mein some way.

Psychicaly.”

"S0, you're here. It's midsummer's night on Burnley Idand. We're
gtting up on Lookout Rock at seven at night. It'sfairly quiet. Do you

senseanything?'

"Not yet. Perhgpsthere's nothing.”

"You told meearlier-"

"Yes. | felt something here. Like agravitationa pull. Not just al who
had died here. Every place on earth has had death and violence and bones
buried. But when the spiritslinger, it's because they're trapped. Most
are not trapped. Here, something is trapped and iswaiting. Not here,
not on this boulder. But somewhere here.”

Harry switched the tape recorder off.

"Wewent dl over theidand that night. It seemed like a colossal waste
of time, Nemo. Til we got to your place.” He switched on the machine
again, fast forwarded, listened for aword or two, then fast forwarded
the tape some more. Then:

"Here"

"Here?'

"It'sstrong here," she said.
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A cut in the tape, and then a strange sound like astrong wind.

"| edited thetape. Badly," Harry told me.

Then, "Here. Right here," the woman said. She whispered, "I can fed it.
It wantsto comeinto me. I'minviting it, but it doesn't want to. Shhh

.. Itsdl right. It'sdl right. No, no."

"What's happening?' Harry asked on the tape.



A slence.

Then adifferent woman'svoice. "OPEN THE DOOR! LET ME OUT! LET ME OUT!
PLEASE! GOD HELP ME! | WANT

TOLEAVE! | WANT TO GET OUT!"

Then nothing.

Harry stopped the tape.
"Holy shit," | said.

"Oh yeah," Harry nodded. "I dropped the tape recorder after that. She
grabbed me, and her eyes went white, rolling up into her head. |
practically had to throw her down. Ever see documentary footage of
voodoo ceremonies? It was like that. 1t was like something had taken her
over. When it was through, she was exhausted. She dept for two days.
After that, she refused to come back. Hell, sherefused to talk to me
again. Sheleft theidand afew weekslater and wouldn't take my calls.
Her husband told me that if | bothered them again, held cal the cops. |
had been caling alot. | wanted to know what had gone on. And then |
got aletter from her. No return address. All she wrote to mewas: Don't
ever gointhat place
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again. Something terrible happened there. Someritua. Some awful,
ritud. And that wasit."

"It wasa Hawthorn," | said.
"We were outside the smokehouse," Harry said.

"Why the smokehouse?' | asked. Rephrased it: "Why did you take her to
the smokehouse?!

Harry shrugged. " Someone died there, maybe. Maybe a hundred years ago.
Or who knows. She didn't exactly stick around and tell me. | mean, if
you buy this. Do you buy it?"

"Not redly. It's... fucked up. But... it was because of the Brain
Fart," | sad, nearly impulsvely.

Hewagged afinger a me. "Don't make me go there.”
But it wastoo late: The moving image of the past had aready begun
showing in my brain. Me and Brooke and Bruno, Sitting on the big plush

blue sofain the living room, after we had our Brain Fart.

Harry Withers, dl of nineyearsold, sitting besde mewith abig gold



watch and achain-hisfather would've killed him if he had known Harry
had taken it. Waving it back and forth, saying, "L ook at the watch, how
shiny itis" He had learned it on TV and in some books, when he saw
some hypnotist put an entire studio audience to deep. Harry had aways
been up for hypnotisms, seances with an old ratty Ouija board he
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had (which he called aWegun board, not understanding the difference
between Ouijaand Bass Weg/un shoes). None of uswas up for being
hypnotized, but eventudly we did fall adegp-out of exhaustion and boredom.
"It wasthe Brain Fart. We had it, and it was at the smokehouse, and you
tried to hypnotize us back then," | said, vaguely wishing for some of
Harry's Scotch to help dull my senses abit.

"What's that smokehouse mean to you?'

"It'san old smokehouse."

"Tdl meabout it. Itshistory.”

"Wdl, far as| know, the current one was built sometime around 1850.
I'm not up onits history. They used to smoke meat out there.”

"What els=?"

"It hasn't been used since maybe. | don't know. My grandfather never
used it. It'sjust been Stting.”

"Funny. It's been my experience that somehow everything is used for
something. Evenif it'snot apparent at firs."

"Profound,” | said.

"It'strue. At leadt, I'vefound it to be true"

"I never knew about it if it were ever used when | lived here. Dad
might've stored stuff there. At onetime. But he usualy used the cabin
for histools."

"That's not true," Harry said. "Y ou told me yourself when we werekids.
You cdledit 'the place of punishment." "

"Oh. Yeah. It was. That'swhat we called it. Before | was
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nine or ten, that's where Dad would haul me or Brooke off to spank us."

" Just pank?’



"Wadl, with abelt a couple of times. Nothing too horrible. It stopped

at acertain point.”" | remembered more: "And my grandfather used to take
him out there, too, when hewasakid. And my uncle. Therewasapost in
the middle of the floor-well, inthe dirt. Dad put the wood-dats of the
floor down long after that. There was a post and Grandpa would tie one
or more sonsto it. Dad said it was stuff that people get arrested for

now, but in his childhood, that's how it was. Whippings. Birchings. |

asked him why he didn't tell anybody, and he said back then, there were
about 100 people on theidand, and most of them just looked the other
way. Most of them thought whippings protected boys from growing up bad.
Dad had horrible stories about it. My grandfather seemed redlly swest,
but my dad said he sometimes got whipped so hard that his back stuck to
the sheets at night because of the blood. He hated that old man. He was
practicaly happy when he died so that Dad could take care of Granny." |
paused amoment. "Harry, thereé's no ghost. Unlessit's my greet-grandma.”

"Forget theword 'ghogt,’ " Harry said. "It's a phenomenon. Bdlief in
the after-life doesn't need to come into this. A phenomenon. That'sal
itis. Right now. In the meantime, | want you to ask Brooke if she
experienced anything there."

"Brooke?'

"Sure," he said. "She was in the smokehouse for acouple of hours.”
"So were cops.”
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"But the cops didn't experience any phenomena. Y ou did. Brooke
might've" hesad.

Grabbing my cup of hot teafrom his newspaper-stacked coffee table, |
asked, "Do you bdlievein ghogts, Harry?"

He smiled. "Y ou and me were dtar boys, Nemo. | believe that aman's
body and blood can come from wine and awafer. | believe that awoman
whoisavirgin can give birth. | believe that God decided to cometo

the world in human form a couple thousand years ago. Do | redlly believe
inal that? Y esand no. Part of mewantsit to betrue. Part of me
thinksit'saway of re-imagining existence, and our reationship with
whatever created the world. Maybe virginity means purity. Maybe wine and
water mean acceptance of atranscendent idea-that water can be wine.
Mayhbe there was this guy who digned himsdlf so well with the truth of

al exigencethat it was asif he were the son of God. But you know
what?| don't know. It might literally be water into wine, and aman who
was God. | want to know, but | don't. I'm not smart enough.” He leaned
back in hisleather chair and swiveled it around. He pointed to the tape
machine. "If people die and remain where they died, that sesemsabit
easer to swallow, doesn't it? Not that | do. | mean, ghosts? Not



redly. I've experienced this twice now. With you. With Mary Manley. If
it had only happened once, | could forget about it. But twice?"

"Wel, itsweird. I'll giveyouthat." Then| let out akind of hyena
laugh of relief.

"What was that about?' he asked.

"Y ou used to hold seances.”

"Oh, please. It wasjust aOuijaboard.”

"Y ou do bdlieve in ghosts, don't you?' | asked.
265

Harry didn't answer immediately.

Then he told me the story about seeing something once, when he was
twelveyearsold. "Onetime, | was degping over a your place. And |
sat inthe love sedt. You sat in somekind of spindly chair. We were up
late. Everyone had goneto bed. And | brought my father's pocket watch out.”

"And you tried to put me under,” | said, "like you tried to do with dl
three of usbefore. Only you didn't."

"l did put you under," he said.

"You were surprisingly essy. It was asif you'd been hypnotized before.
| just never told you about it. | was ... well, | wastoo scared. At

firgt, | did stuff I'd read in thisbook on hypnosis. | put some ammonia
from the kitchen under your nose. Y ou inhaded it asif it were nothing.
Then | pinched your arm s0 hard it left ared mark. Not a squeak out of
you. Then | had you say something silly, something humiliatingto a
twelve-year-old. I'm not surewhat it was, but | can guarantee it made
me laugh. And then, when | asked you to recite anursery rhyme, you
began thislong one. Thisonewith fruitinit and bells”

"Orangesand lemons,” | said. "Chrig.”

"Whatever it was, it gave me chillstheway you sadit. You sad it
likeitwasaritud. | even thought you might've been doing it on

purpose and perhaps weren't hypnotized at all. But at the end of it, you

said something to methat | will never forget, Nemo. Y our eyes popped
open, suddenly- quickly enough that | nearly jumped out of my skin-and you
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said, 'Y our father's dying. Hell be dead soon enough.' | stared at you

for ten minutes after that before | brought you out of it. | made sure
you wouldn't remember even being hypnotized. But it scared me, what you



sad. And thething is, we didn't know my father was aready dying. He
was. Y ou had told me something in that trance that was absolutely true.
Sol diditagan.”

"Agan?

"Hypnotized you," he said. "A few months|ater, | had to seeif you
redlly had said that. If you could tel methings.”

"I would've known if you'd hypnotized me."

"l don't think s0," he said. "I did it acoupletimes. Y ou didn't know.
| had acontrol phrase. If you heard it, you'd go under. Y ou were
extremely suggestible, Nemo. It was asif you'd been hypnotized by
someonefor years."

"That'san awful thing you did," | said. "Youredly didit?'

"Sure. It was awful. It was like some kind of big secret | had. But |
couldn't help mysdf. Not after you'd told me about my father's upcoming
death. And you told me other things. | didn't want to find out much. I'd
just ask you about things | wanted to know about. Y ou knew thingsthat a
boy your age could not possibly have known. Y ou had this wealth of
knowledge. | could ask you nearly anything. ..."

"What are you getting a?"

"| asked you something, when we were eighteen, hanging out by the
Triumph Thesater, smoking our cigarettes.”

"What?'

"| asked you if your mother was ever going to come back. And you know
what you said? Under? Y ou said that she had never l€ft. Y ou Sarted
wailing. It sounded likeyou werea
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two-year-old. | couldn't bring you out of it. Nemo, you don't have any
memory of it, do you?'

| shook my head. "Jesus, Harry. Chrigt. Y ou did that to me?"

"I'm sorry," he said. "But when you told me about my father... and it
turned out to betrue ... | just couldn't ... | couldn't stop. Y ou knew
things Nemo-only it wasn't like it was you. How could you know the
things | asked about?'

"You didn't tape record any of that, did you?" | asked.

He shook hishead. "l wish | had. And don't ook like that-1 didn't do



it al thetime. Only afew times. But it scared me eachtime. | just
wanted to figure you out."

"Figure meout? Why?'

Hetook a deep bresth. "There was aways something wrong with you.
No-not just with you. Something at your house. It was like something |
couldn't figure out. like there was a cloud there. Or some unspoken
thing. And | guess maybe | wanted to find out more. Maybe it wasthe
reporter in me. That sounds goofy, but you were writing your stories
back then, so that was no more goofy than me wanting to investigate
things. | found ... everything about you and your family fascinating.

But | wanted to figure out what it wasthat kept me-I don't
know-confused about you."

| stared at him long and hard, thoughts spinning around in my head asif

| was equally confused by Harry Withers. " Okay, how'd you do it? What
was the control phrase?’

"If | say it, you might go under again.”

| laughed. "After dl theseyears?"

"Would you consider going under again?"

| didn't know what to say. But | was curious and annoyed
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at the sametime. | had so many chunks of my childhood that felt asif
they'd been removed without my knowing, like a perverse operation.

| was determined to prove himwrong. "All right. Let'sdo it. Seeif you
can put me under."

Then he said something to me, but | couldn't remember what it wasten
seconds later; and the next thing | knew, | blinked.

He no longer sat behind his desk.
Instead, he stood over me.

"Nothing," hesaid. "I thought | put you under, and maybe | did for a
minute. But nothing.”

"Nothing on tape?'
He glanced at the digita recorder in hishand. He had begun swesting,

but | didn't fed particularly warm in the room. "Nothing. You said
nothing. Y ou just seemed adeep.”



"Well, so much for that,” | said, somewhat pleased that | wasn't just
some guinea pig waiting to be exploited.

Hewalked back behind his desk, glancing around his bookshelf, touching
the spines of various volumes. "It's here somewhere. Oh, here," he said,
drawing atal, dim paperback from the shelf. He turned and held it out
tome. "Tekeit."

| went over to his desk and took the book from him.

Taking to the Lost by Mary Manley. | looked at him, shaking my head.
"Harry..."

"She's not like other kooks who do this. Just kimit a
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little, when you get the chance," he said. "Ther€'s a section about
childhood rituals you might want to look at."

Even on the way out the door, he began ranting about mysteries and
ghogts and strange, weird, wacko things. But everything in my being
fought the idea of aghost or any supernatural phenomenaat dl. It was

al make bdieve. It'slikethe Dark Game, | told mysdlf. It'slike
pretending so hard that it seemsred. But that'sdl it is. Maybeit's

the stress. Maybe the psychic's moment outside the smokehouse was like
the Oracles a Delphi-there's some kind of underground gasses rel eased
at the spot, and it causes some sort of seizure.

Even that seemed stupid.

Admittedly, everything | thought of to counteract the ideathat it was
"aghog," whichishow Harry described it (gullible believer indl

that he had dways been), dl my arguments both within my head and
outsdein theworld that | could see around me-it all meant nothing.
Something indde mefdt asif thisvoice coming from mein the
smokehouse did have some significance and meaning. | just could not
decipher what any of it meant.

It reminded me of the Dark Game far too much.

In the Dark Game, we would pretend that we were talking to the dead
sometimes. We would pretend that Granny was till there, and that she

was with us. The Dark Game allowed usto open our eyes within our minds
and draw back what our father had called "theillusion of redlity."
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As children, this had been powerful for us. It was asif we had a

childhood imagination to the nth degree. It became aplace for
incredible credtivity-after we'd played for long periods of time, 1I'd go



in my room and knock out astory about the Underland, or Brooke would
start drawing on pages and pages of paper, asif she couldn't Sop-asif
she had someinner vision and wanted to get it al down.

| suppose it'swhere Brooke got her talent in art-something she had

tried to hide, but was now coming out in those paintings-and where Bruno
got hiswild musica taent that alowed him to compose some interesting
melodies from out of nowhere. And in my own modest way, it was probably
where my ability to make up stories had appeared, not that it had

brought me anything other than anxiety.

But the Dark Game was a credtivity firecracker that we each had within
us, even as adults.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

| clung to the possibility that Harry's and my adventurein the

smokehouse was somehow less than it seemed. Maybe the Dark Game that
we'd played to pass the endless winter days had some detrimental effect

on each of us, on our subconscious minds, the way a hypnotic suggestion
might. Maybe we were adl susceptible to hypnotic suggestion because the
Dark Game wasits own powerful form of salf-hypnosis.

WeU, of courseit was, | reasoned as| trudged in the snow swept street.
Of course, the Dark Game was just hypnosisin theform of agame. That's
why Harry could hypnotize me so eadly. That'swhy | spouted silly
thingsto himwhen | wasakid. Our father had taught it to us, but he

hed learned it from his granny and modified it in the war to survive. It

was abit abusive for him to teach it to us as a method of momentary
escape, but what could

272

you do? Childhood was like that-full of pulls and pushes from grown-ups
who had no conception of what they were doing half the time to fuck up
their kids.

| felt heavy from the westher and the burden of destiny that had aready
been loaded on my shoulders. My father's memory didn't need more
irrationdity.

| left Harry's place, book under my arm. | wondered if perhaps| was
going insane-just the post-traumatic stresskind of thing. After dl, my
dad had been butchered. | had goneinto the very place whereit had
happened. His blood was till on the walls. It might not be astretch

for aguy to break down and start babbling. Since Harry had been akid
who redly believed in far too many things, and since Harry had been
stuck on theidand hisentirelife, | figured that maybe held gotten

into idand lore alittle too much. He had spent part of the evening



talking about the ghosts of the Native American dead who had been seen
up on thewhite dliffsat The Oaksin aterrible fog; or the ghost of

the infamous pirate Johann Redd, who supposedly till protected his
buried treasure on the idands up and down the coastline, unable to
remember where held buried it, so he went fromidand to idand in

search of the doubloons. | had known these stories since childhood, and
even if they'd fascinated me as akid, I'd never met anyone who had
actually seen one of these ghosts.

Waking dong the dippery sdewak on Main Strest, | drew out my cell
phone and tried to call Pola, but the phone wasn't working. It'sa Dead
Area. Thewhole damnidand'sgot to bea
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Dead Areafor making calls most of thetime. | ended up calling her from
the pay phone at Hanley's Mobil station. Sheimmediately picked up.

"I knew it wasyou," shesaid. "I thought you were mad for me. Then you
drop off the face of the earth.”

"Can| comeover?' | asked, aplaintivewhinein my voicethat | could
not knock out.

"Something'swrong?'
"Not redly,” | said. "l just want to seeyou.”
"Ready to meet Zack?"'

Polas house had once belonged to aman | knew as akid- his name was
Fisher, and he paid me alot of money to mow hislawn in the summer and
keep hisdriveway clear in thewinter. Hed sold it to Polaand her
husband four years before, and then, when they'd gotten divorced, Pola
had kept the house while, according to Pola, "he kept just about

everything dse”

It wasasmall, cozy Cape Cod, just two bedrooms, aliving room that
seemed no longer than one of the bedrooms. | adored it on sight-Polawas
everywhereinit, in the pastel of the walls and the stencils near the

ceiling of her son'sroom, to the old captain'strunk in the living room

that served as both coffee table and footrest. The living room was

decked out in full Chrigmas regdia-and it made me painfully aware of
how, since our father's death, my own family had not bothered with cheer
or decorations. Her tree was smdl but heavy with
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homemade touches, cranberry and popcorn strings, what |ooked like eggs
decorated with beads and ribbons, no doubt a school project for Zack;
and dong the edges of her windows, small, blinking, colorful lights. At



thefireplace, along red stocking with Zack's name on it. Presents
nestled beneath the tree.

"Zack!" Polasaid, calling her son down from the attic. Sheturned to
check my expression. "Y ou sure you're ready to meet him?"

"Of course” | said. "Why'd you lock himin the attic?'

"He'sgoing to be an inventor,” she said. | heard the clip clop of his
shoes as he came down the narrow stairs that went to the top of the
house. "It's barely a crawlspace up there, but he has hisinventions.

It's his mad scientist [aboratory. Y ou know how kids are. It'swhere he
and hisfriends can play games and have alittle privacy.”

A lanky boy of nine came running, hiswhite swesatshirt covered with what
might've been axle grease. He had amischievous ook on hisface, and he
had his mother's eyes and amile.

"Isit supper yet?' he asked.

Helooked at mejust ascurioudy as| looked a him. "Helookslike
you," | said.

"Some peoplethink so," shesaid. "'l can't redly tell. Helookslike
himsdf." She said this exuberantly, and as he came down to the bottom
step, she went and grabbed him around the neck and shouldersina
swinging hug. "Zack, thisisan old friend of mine."

"Hello!" Zack shouted, asif | wouldn't be able to hear him. Then he
shrugged off hismother'sarms and walked
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rather formally toward me. He put hishand out, and | shook it. Hisgrip
wasfirm. "Good to meet you, Sir."

"Zack, thisisNemo Raglan.”
"That'safunny name," Zack said. "Nemo Ragman.”
"Zack," hismother said. "Raglan.”

"Oh," Zack said, asif he suddenly understood. He grew more serious.
"Y ou're the one whose dad got killed.”

Zack explained to me that he was sad about his dad, too, because his dad
had |eft and found another mom two years before, and Zack didn't redly
like the other mom that well because she wasn't the redl thing.

Supper congsted of homemade chili that wasthe most delicious|'d ever
had; Zack talked nonstop through supper, and wanted to know all about



things that had nothing to do with the idand. What was Washington like?
Boston? Had | ever been to Chicago and seen the Sears Tower? Had | ever
seen the World Trade Center before the bad guys knocked it down? What
was my favorite hockey team? He liked Wayne Gretzky but only because he
thought the name was funny. His favorite band was the Bare Naked Ladies,
athough | suspected that it was because of the group's name and not
because of the music. Ditto for his second favorite: Alien Ant Farm. He
asked if | had ever played lacrosse, or if | had ice skated like he did

out at Hanky's Pond. He said his best friend, Mike, had taught him how

to cross-country ski, but he'd only done it once. He told methat he

wished he had met Albert Einstein, and he wondered if | had. When | told
himno, | didtel him
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my favorite Albert Einstein quote. (It goes. "There are only two waysto
liveyour life. Oneisthat nothing isamiracle. The other isasthough
everything isamiracle" He thought this quote was cool.) He asked me

if I'd ever read anything by J. K. Rowling. Then he proceeded to regale
me with why he thought the Harry Potter books were the best books ever
written, why he believed there might redly be a Hogwarts School, and
why | should make sure to go read the books even if 1'd seen the movie.

Polagot up at one point and came back to the table with acopy of my
novel, Igdrasil. | felt my face flush. | wanted to rub dirt al over

mysdlf. It fet more than dightly embarrassing to know sheld read my
only published novel.

Asif toward off any criticiam, | immediately sad, "1 redly wishiit
hadn't been published.” It was alie, but | just didn't want to face
that book, the failure of my dream.

"I lovethisbook," Polasaid. Sheflipped the pages. "L ook how
dog-eareditis. | reread it dl thetime. It'sjust like having you
hereto talk to."

Zack looked at me with wonder after that and told me that | should think
about writing books theway J. K. Rowling did, "the kind where every kid
wants to read them."

After supper, it was nearly his bedtime. Polawent upstairsfor awhile

to make sure he got into his pgameas, brushed histeeth, and was ready
for alittle late night reading. It was utterly charming. He did the

reading (from abook caled Great Inventors Through the Ages), and she
sat in achair by the bed, and listened. She invited me to read some, too.
| asked Zack what his favorite book was. and told him that
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I'd read afew pages to him. He asked me to read some of my novel.



"You may not likeit," | said.

"I will loveit," hesaid. "l will think it's the best book if you read
ittome."

Such was his enthusiasm that | read the passage from my novel about the
hero when he was aboy, and how he had |earned the language of thewind
and rain. Zack smiled the whole time.

When he closed his eyes and yawned a bit too much, | flicked off his
bedside lamp and joined Pola, who had been in the doorway while | read.

Polaand | stood outside his door, just watching him in the shadows.
"Helikesyou," she whispered.

"I'm guessing akid that greet likes everybody he meets” | said.

"Poor little guy," she said softly. "He's got histroubleslike anyone

dse" Shedidn't daborate, but | figured it had to do with the

divorce. | remembered how abandoned I'd felt when my mother had run off.
| doubted awound like that ever would hedl, but would dwaysremain a
bit of a scar no matter how many years passed.

Evenfor Zack.

It wasthe closest | had ever cometo having my own family, that moment.
Standing with Pola, leaning againgt the doorframe, watching her sonin
bed, dl covered up, drifting off to deep.

| think it was nearly like being part of anorma family. A family that
seemed at peace.
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Sure, | knew it wasfake. | wasn't Zack's dad; Polaand | still had the
past to contend with, and would have to dedl with it one day; the scene
wasdl make bdieve.

But it was amoment taken out of timefor me.

It was like lingering at the edge of awonderful dream | had always
wanted to have.

L oitering with intet.

I'd like to say that we did the mature thing and went downgtairs, sat in
the living room, and just held hands.

But the truth was, | couldn't keep my mitts off her. It was a sacred



love turned remarkably profane: Thefeding of being part of her life
aganwasjust acompleteturn on. | felt horny theway | had at Sixteen
with her, and | had this urge to merge. | wanted to touch her and fedl
her warmth, just be as closeto her as| possibly could get, our lips
touching, our bodies wrapped around each other.

But that wasin my head. We mainly kissed and cuddled, and the intensity
of her warmth went right down to my toes.

After abit of making out, she drew back.
"Something wrong?'
"Nothing," she said. "But you sounded bad on the phone. Want to talk

about it?" | didn't respond at firg, till in asort of passion-driven
date, the aroused, anima moment that needed to Smmer down abit.

"Isit meeting Zack?"'

"No, of coursenot,” | said. "No, it's not anything like that. | hate
even bringing anything up.”
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"You don't haveto," shesaid. "Wedon't haveto talk."

We began kissing again, and after afew minutes, she drew back from me
again. Thistime she sat back up and moved to the end of the sofa.
"Something'sup. | cantell.”

"It'scrazy," | said, wondering at her powers of observation. Could she
read methat easily?

"It's probably not crazy," she sad.

Andthenl just letit out. | felt asif thelargest burden of my entire
liferdeased in onefel swoop, and | began jabbering about it
al-about feling something in the greenhouse, about Brooke and her

painting, about the money in the wardrobe, and finally, about what had
happened with Harry Withersin the smokehouse.

Thevoice

"Do you believein supernatura crap?’ | asked. It wasthe only way |
could put it without laughing at mysdlf. It sounded ridiculous.

"I'm not sure belief isan issue," she said thoughtfully. "Nemo, are you
sureit wasn't your voice?'

"Pogtive"



"Y ou don't think Harry did somekind of trick?*

| shook my head. "No. He bdlievesit's asupernatural phenomenon. He
thinkstherésaghog.”

Shegrinned, and then said, "Redlly? A ghost?"

"l know. | don't believein them, either.”

Shelooked a me with an unsettling concern in her face.
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Shereached over and took my hand in hers. ™Y ou've been through hell
sncehedied.”

"True"

"l can't evenimaginewhat it waslike. | used to see your father every
day, a hisgtore. It'sleft dl of usfeding unsafe and worried, but
most of dl, | can't imaginewhat it'slike for you. And now, this other
suff. Do you redly need it?"

Shewas a smart woman. Smarter than | had remembered.
"Stress?' | asked.

"I don't know. But it sounds unhedlthy. | don't want you to get hurt.

Who knowswhat it is? Maybe there are such things as ghosts. Maybe there
aren't. But there's something bad in that smokehouse, and there's

something you need to avoid for now."

Strangely, her words had the opposite effect on me than they probably
should have. | held her hand as she spoke, and

| thought: What am | afraid of? There are no ghodts. Thisis something
else. Thisismy mind cracking abit, trying to make sense of

everything. It's coming back here, it's reopening old wounds, it's

feding love and feding abandoned dl over again. It'slivingin

Hawthorn. It'sthe house. It's everything that comes up from it. What am
| afraid of ? What isthereto fear?

"You're not listening to me," Polasaid.

"Yes | am."

She amiled. "No you aren't. What are you thinking? Just tell me."
"I guess I'm thinking that maybe I've just been afraid of things. My

wholelife. Avoiding what's hard to look at or figure out. That maybe |
left here because | was afraid of what |
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didn't understand. Something in meisresgting theideathat
something'swrong a home, with Brooke. Something in me doesn't want to
faceit. But | think | haveto. I think | haveto stop leaving things

behind and gtart looking into them,” | said. It felt like ahuge relief

to say it. "I've been afraid of home. All my life. I've been afraid of it."

| spent the night with her. | woke up early, and not wanting to wake
Pola, crept into her kitchen to make some coffee for mysdlf with a
minimum of banging around. Harry's book, Taking to the Lost by Mary
Manley, was where I'd lft it on the counter. | picked it up, sat down

at the smal table in the breakfast nook, and began flipping pages.

It looked ridiculous and dull-I read a sentence or two. ... the
prophecies a the Windward House were followed by rappings on the
wall..." and"... | saw an aurathat screamed, dark and terrible, around
the woman, and | knew that she was possessed by the child ..." It all
made me think that Harry's childhood obsessions with diensand
hypnotism had never quite matured.

As| skimmed parts of the book, mainly glancing at the pictures, |
redized | should just look through the index. | flipped to the back,
scanned down the page, and saw the words " games: children, p. 123"-and

flipped to that page.
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Mary Manley had written:

I've found in my studies of gifted children that when they've been
raised in what 1'd term an extreme Situation, they often createrituas

to help them cope with the trauma. To some extent, dl children do this,
but the ones I've studied, who seem to possess aleve of telepathy,
have had heightened traumain their lives. Witnessing the loss of
parentsin acar crash, as one subject in the Caifornia study had,

drove the subject to develop aunique religion that had a hierarchy of
gods and goddesses and alanguage that could be perfectly trand ated,
with nearly 600 wordsin it. The child was only five years old.
Similarly, theman | cal Eric B aso had developed astylized ritud in
order to escape an extremey abusive childhood, in which he was
tormented endlessy by hismaother, who kept him locked in the house
until he was nearly fifteen, a which point she died. When hewas
discovered, he did not believe anyone could see him. He had so convinced
himsdf hewasinvisblethat it took nearly six yearsfor himto learn

the magica system held created in hishead did not correspond to the
red world.

Y e, he could prophesy disasters and predict, with some accuracy, the
outcome of football games at hislocal school. His gift of prophecy



seemed to be directly related to both the trauma he had suffered, aswell as
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theritual he had created to keep himsdlf safe and sane during those
yearsin the dark.

Weve seen soldiersin prison camps do thisaswell. Who in the world
can forget Micah Rallins, aprivatein World War |11 captured by the
Nazis, who manifested Burns on hisface from believing-in his
ritual-that he had flown so fast through the air he had begun to burst
into flames upon entering the Earth's atmosphere? Correspondingly,
Rollinssritud had begun not in the prison camp, but asachildin his
Kansashome. At the age of sx, held been running with his mother
through a summer thunderstorm, when both of them had been struck by
lightning. Hismother had died, but Rollins survived. | have no doubt
that the rituas he created as a child were what alowed him to survive
in the German camps asa POW.

The result of these games and rituadsthat children of extreme trauma

have created seemsto be a manifestation of someinner redity. Witha
woman named Willa Trent in Barstow, Cdifornia, the depth of what she'd
experienced as a child became the very thing that nearly drove her to
suicide when she was forty-two years old. She had created such an inner
world since childhood that she could no longer cope with the outer one.
The attending psychiatrists and clinicians, who studied her asif she

would show them about the inner workings of the human mind in away that
no one ever could, al came away with the notion that Willawas a fraud.
Y et, in her forties, having tried to take her own life, it wasfound

that she could levitate
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at will. She had done this since childhood, but had never really

believed that it wasred, only that it was part of acomplicated game
process she'd created that was part hopscotch, part prayer, and part
witcheraft. (It will be noted that Willadid not believe shewasa

Wiccan or aPagan at dl. She firmly maintained that she based her
witchcraft on cartoons and fairy taes.) | was able to witness one of
Willaslevitations (before she went into seclusion, refusing to see

either doctors or the press ever again), and whileit wasless
remarkable than theword "levitation” might sugges, | saw that Willa

had taken what was once called "mass hysteria' to anew level. She had

not developed the power to fly. What she had done was develop a powerful
telepathic power that was beyond language. She did not speak within
people's minds. She created imagesin them. She had somehow made hersalf
ableto project imagesinto many peoples minds. Interestingly, it was
primarily themedica professon that swore to having seen her rise off

the ground. | did not. But | learned that, in fact, Willa Trent had

developed a powerful will, and a creative form of telepathy | had never
before witnessed.



| set the book down and closed it.

| sipped coffee and stared at the back of the book, at Mary Manley's
photograph.

Then | went back to the pages I'd just been reading, and skimmed afew:
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... what the psychologists and the psychiatrists seem to have missed in

the cases of WillaTrent and Micah Rollinswas that they had smply done
what dl children do. To the nth degree. Most children have difficulties
inther lives. Most don't understand the world adultsfoist upon them.
How many children are sexudly abused each year? How many witness
murder? How many are beaten? How many are outcasts? Those children may
ritudize their differentness. They may create their own ways of dedling
with the continual abuse or affront to their own nature. But if you

multiply that abuse by ten, or one hundred, how much more powerful will
those rituas be on the minds of the children? We know so little about

the developing mind of a child-and when that mind has been crushed in
someway, astrong child may creete aritua for compensating for the
boot on hisback. A strong child may create a sense of security with an
imaginary friend, agame, aritud, areligion. Because without it,

perhaps, redity istoo terrifying to face a ayoung age. But it isin
adulthood that these children need to dough off the old skin of these
rituals. No doubt, many do. But there are those who do not-like Willa
Trent, like Micah Rollins. Like Eric B.

Each of them faced atraumain adulthood that forced them back into the
childhood ritud for survivd.

And the manifestations from their minds became more powerful asaresuilt.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

| thought about the Dark Game, and how itsritua had somehow messed
with our minds. | didn't see our childhood as particularly harrowing.
Perhaps our mother leaving had been the extreme moment that Manley wrote
about. Perhapsit even explained my having taken on avoice, adistinct
persondlity, ingde the smokehouse, but that wouldn't explain why Mary
Manley hersdlf had aso been "possessed” (using her own terminology)
there. Ghogts. Games. Rituals.

Murder.



| just wanted some ordinarinessto creep back into my life.
Asl sat in Polaskitchen, | felt an urgency to get back home.
| was going to take off and write a brief note to Pola, but

| waited.
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Nothing's wrong there,

Thisisdl just messing with your head.

You'l get Brooke to the doctor in aday or two.

And then maybe you'll get acheck-up, too.

When Polaand Zack got up, | invited them to Hawthorn just to hang out a
while

Thethree of usdrove through the village in the early morning just as
the sun was coming up through a haze of cloud and mist. The road,
findly plowed out to Hawthorn, had its requisite potholesand ice
patchesintact, and Zack laughed each time his mother's car hit one or
the other.

| fdt alittle hope in my gut, which seemed to be anew kind of feding.

Brooke was, of course, still adeep, and | didn't bother going off in

search of Bruno. | set Zack to work in the kitchen with me to make eggs
and bacon for breakfast, while Polasat on anearby stool and watched us
try to coordinate the various pans and plates.

It was chilly in the house, and Zack decided that someone needed to make
afireinthefireplacein theliving room.

After ardaxing morning, talking old times and letting Zack tell methe
history of hislife asayoung inventor, | went out the front door again
to get some wood from the pile by the front porch.
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It was still misty out, asit sometimes was even on the coldest of days
ontheidand. The smellsof cleannessthat snow and ice brought with
them lifted my spiritsas | went. As| trudged through the crusty snow
by the porch, I lifted some of the wood-the top layer was wet, and so |
dug down deeper in the pile. | thought | heard anoise-as if someone
were nearby and had perhaps called my name, only indigtinctly.



When | glanced up, | saw awoman standing at the open door of the
smokehouse.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

| set the wood back down on the pile. My heart began to beat rapidly. |
don't know why. There was nothing frightening about the woman. She stood
infront of the door to the smokehouse, with fog dl around her, and |

was nearly positive it was Brooke. But | didn't call out to her or wave.

My mouth went dry, and | squinted to see her better, but each time |

tried to focus on her, she seemed to blur more. | felt astrange prickly

heat dong my back and felt feverish at the back of my scap and dong

my forehead.

Brookejust stood there, and then she went inside the building.

My breathing was rapid, asif I'd run amile, but infact | had remained
perfectly till for aminute or two. My heart rate fdlt asif it were
increasing, and | suddenly thought of the one
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or two news stories |'d seen of men my age or even younger who suddenly
dropped dead of heart attacks. It was pure fear within me, and | could

not for thelife of me understand why the idea of Brooke being insde

the smokehouse would have such an effect on me.

It's not Brooke, some voice within meintoned. It's her. It'sthe
Banshee. It'sthe ghost that Harry Withers believesisthere. It's
whatever killed Dad. It's something evil. Some maevolence that exidts.
Some awful spirit of darkness that you conjured up.

Y es, you. Don't deny it. Y ou three, playing your games, playing your
Dark Game after dark. Using the game to conjure devils.

Using the Dark Game to bring something into existence.

Someforce.

| would never before have entertained such an irrational thought. | did
not believein thesethings. | did not believe in the spirit world. In

evil entities. In conjuring ghodsts.

But the child that still lived within me, the boy who had kept hiseyes
closed and been with Brooke and Bruno as we played that game, as we took



it to heightsthat our father would never have dreamed we would, that we
remained long after dark, sneaking out of the houseto go into the
smokehouse, that awful littleicy building and conjure the Banshee.

Bring her forth.

It hasto be your imagination. It can't beredl. Y ou're under stress.
It'sanxiety. It'snorma under current conditions. Your lifeisal

Jumblies. Y our world is upside down. Y ou have love and hate confused in
your family. Y our father whipped you when you were aboy. Y our mother
left you and never contacted any of you. Y ou grew your imagination with
your brother and Sster in agame that
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was too powerful for young minds. Y oung mindsthat could creste within
themsdlves something hideoudy evil. Something dark.

The Dark Game wasn't supposed to be played at night.

The Dark Game wasn't supposed to go on likeit did.

And one night, it got out of hand.

One night, the night when the Brain Fart began, it went too long. You
amost died. Y ou cameto in the woods with blood on you; Brooke was
found out in thefield, shivering from cold; Bruno was soaked with
fever-sweat. Y ou three had done something terrible with the Dark Game.
Or it had done something terrible with you.

Y our father knew.

He knew that it had gotten the better of you.

He knew that you were no match for the Dark Game.

He knew that whatever was in the smokehouse was evil.

He knew about the Banshee.

With dl that burning in my brain, you'd think | would've not walked
acrosstheroad and down the dight hill, crunching through snow, to

find out who wasingde the smokehouse.

But I had to. | could no longer take the sense that something in the
world was so skewed that | might just belosing my mind, even as| was
beginning to fed the hope of arenewa with Pola. The hope that

something wonderful could be salvaged from the waste of my life and the
nastiness of my father's death.



When | reached the smokehouse, | saw that the lock had been torn off.
Ripped away.
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| glanced back at the main house. | imagined Polaand Zack pulling out
the Scrabble board or flipping through the stack of magazines Brooke
kept by the coffee table.

From within the smokehouse:

The amdl that came at me was like the stench of adead animd, its
stomach ripped open.

| had aflash of animagein my head:

My father, lying on thefloor.

| entered that place regardless of fear and inner turmoil.
The place of punishment.

Some part of me had been hoping she would have vanished, this phantom,
this Brain Fart of somekind. Or even that Brooke would be standing
there, in asomnambuligtic trance.

Butinstead, | saw her clearly.

She stood at the center of the smokehouse as the morning light entered,

and even the light touched her skin. She had a corporeal presence. It

was not Brooke, nor wasit some other woman of thevillage. | felt a
terrible hunger from her-thelook in her eyes, the tortured grimace of

her lips pulled back across her teeth, the sense | had that she was
somehow asmudge of darkness, asif | could see her aura. | felt
immediatdly that this was the woman | had sensed when | closed my eyes
at night. Thiswasthe woman | had feared when Brooke went from room to
room in the house. | felt dectric waves of fury emanating from her-the

only way | can describeit, for it did fedl like apower surgeintheair.
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Then the door to the smokehouse dammed shut behind me.

| felt aseries of eectrica shocksaong my armsand up my spine. It

was asif | had begun short-circuiting. | was barely aware of the blood
that dripped from my nose, asit had when I'd been aboy and the air was
too dry inwinter.

| thought that | was dying right then.

Right there,



Darkness descended within the smokehouse, like a candle just snuffed,
with only the diffuse glow from the door's window alowing meto see one
square of light.

It fixed upon her face.
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CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

| thought thiswas avision that 1'd see at the moment of

death.

My bones seemed to pain me, asif they wished to break free from my flesh.
| could not take a breath as | watched her.

Her face, seething. Her visage crudl.

Her eyes staring asif she could not see me, asif | were the ghost.

298

THE HOUR BEFORE DARK 299

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

| lost focus as soon as | saw her face. It was asif my tear ducts had
suddenly released agusher, and it al went blurry. My mother?1 stood
there, motionless, frozen, numb on the outside, in the pinpricks aong
my ams and legs and deep down in my groin, my balsfeding asif they
wanted to curl up inside my body never to descend again. In that moment,
| felt asif my body were something dien, and my mind, what
intelligence | possessed, was separate and hovering, till connected by
nerves and the whoaosh of blood (which | seemed to hear within my ear
cands), but an entirely separate entity that had acknowledged that the
flesh and bones surrounding it were of some other being, and that being
was scared shitless, | didn't pissmy Levis, but | had one of the few
nosebleeds I'd had in my lifetime.
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Did | mention the awful word: insane? Not the big verson of theword,

not INSANE asin irredeemable over the chasm, but the lowercase insane,
theinsanethat was just awriggling littleworm in my heed. It could



not be my mother. | could not see her clearly anymore, anyway. My vision
was going bonkers, and my body seemed to be crapping out on me-and
dill, | fdtit washer.

Do people do this? | wondered. Do people whose loved one has been
daughtered begin to break down and see things? Like the serpent shimmer

of the greenhouse glass, and my sster'svisons. Was | succumbing to

it? Temporary, mild halucinatory visons?| felt the cold of theworld.

Not the winter and its snow and ice. The cold of theworld-dll that was

ugly and fruitless and unloved and irredeemable. The shrugged. The doughed.

And then the blurry image of the woman whom | knew to be my mother was
gone. My vision returned, abeit with a generous hosing of tears-or so
it seemed to be at thetime- and | saw thewall again.

In my mind, the awful thought: She has come home. She has returned. From
Brezil Brazil Brazil.

And another, awful part of me began chattering, alooking-glassworld
jabbering:

It'syour mind. It'sonly you. You let it get toyou. Let it al get
ingdeyou. You wereinsane asalittle boy, and you're crazy now, al
the Raglans are crazy, you'reinbred Y ankees, what killed your father
was some evil people, some sadistic narcissigtic killerswho enjoyed the
daughter, and thisvision isyour mind meting down. It'syour own
persona Chinasyndrome. It's your fucked-up nature finaly imploding
and fucking you up even more.
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Yet, | experienced asplit, even as these words ran through my head. |
was not insane. | know | am not. | am perfectly saneinanorma
everyday sanity, the kind that might crack at some future point, but not
now. Not hedlthy and twenty-eight and knowing that there are no radio
sgnas coming into my head from another planet or that the government
has some conspiracy going that directly involves something | know, or
that the Devil istrying to find out what I'm thinking. | was not

insane-to even think it, | knew that | could not be. To even question my
sanity, | must be sane. | must be.

| was aone in the smokehouse with abloody nose and arevulsionin my
body, asif | had been carrying around in my vital organs, my whole
life, some devouring parasite that had begun fighting againgt its host.

And then something touched my hand.

Something that sent aripple of disgust and revulsion through me,
beginning at the pam of my hand. A terrible, nearly sexud feding,
that touch, that invisible feding of something warm and moist pressing
itsdf into my hand, awoman clutching my fingers, squeezing them, an



unseen woman who was there in that dreadful place with me. In the second
it happened, | felt like achild again and opened my mouth to cry out,

only my throat wastoo dry; | tasted the blood from my nose asit

dribbled onto my tongue. It was not the metallic taste I'd expected, but
asweet, sugary spike; stop squeezing my hand, | thought, let go, you're
hurting me.

The pressure on my fingers continued, and | stared a my hand and
watched the skin ripple asif some magnet were pulling at nails beneath
it, and the nails moved the flesh-
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and thetickling continued-and | felt the pressure of fingernailsaong

my wrigt, and saw the skin pressin like a gponge- and then asharp pain
came, and asmall droplet of blood appeared on the surface of my skin. |
thought it was from the nosebleed, but it bubbled up from my wrist, and
acut inthe skin grew dightly-

cutting into me.

Stop it..

Stopit!

| brought my other hand down and tugged at the wrist that washeld so
tightly. It seemed ridiculous-1 kept looking &t the place wherethe

blood and pressure were, but it was nothing, nothing.

| pulled at my arm with al the power | could muster and tripped,
fdling backward.

| redlized that my head would hit the sonewall of the smokehouse, and
sure enough, when | landed, | felt asif my brains had just been smashed
against some enormous boul der.

| lay on the wood-datted floor of the smokehouse, the back of my head
throbbing and banging. | looked into the darkness, and again found the
square of light that came through the window, the hazy light of morning.
And inthat light, | saw aface from Hell.

Not my mother at all.

Perhaps not even awoman.

Stringy, matted hair hung over the blood-soaked face.

The mouth, open, had smal nubs of what must have been broken teeth.

The eyes were empty, their sockets drawn back, asif it had not been



enough to tear the eyes out, but someone had
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gone further and dug the holes deep, scraping back the flesh.

| saw pinpoints of light-not from the square of the window, but from the
paininmy head. | knew | was passing out, and | was somewhat relieved
that whatever | was seeing would pass-or kill me,

| heard ametallic sound, as of aknife being sharpened against stone,
only it seemed to be louder and nearly like abdll.

| blacked out.

The Dark Game cameto me-l dreamed it or remembered it in whatever
corridorsmy brain still had working. | knew | dreamed, and | knew | was

the grown-up Nemo, but | was somehow hovering and watching mysdf at the
ageof nine, as| stood there with a blindfold on, holding hands with my

sgter, asullen eight-year-old, and Bruno, an impossibly smdl four and

ahdf.

"Here comes acandleto light you to bed," we dl three recited, "and

here comes a chopper to chop off your head." Three or four timeswe said
it, and Bruno seemed to be crying beneeth hisragged blindfold, which
looked asif it had been made from one of my mother's old pantyhose.

Then young Nemo said, "Well go there again. Well find out why she went
there, and well seeif we can bring her back.”

"Daddy said not to," Brooke said, her voice like the chirp of a sparrow.

"I'm the Master of the Dark Gametonight,” Nemo said.
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"It'snighttime," Bruno whined. "I'm scared.”

"Don't be. It only works now. Well stop by dark, | promise. It's il

light out. But the power happens now. Let'sgo find her,” Nemo said

below me. "Shelll come back. We can make her come back where sheis, and

then none of it happened.”

"I'm scared, too," Brooke whispered. She nearly broke contact with
Nemo's hand, but he held on to her fingers.

"Don't bresk the circle," he said. "Follow me."
"Where?' Brook asked.

And then, the Nemo-of-nine said, "We're going there, we're going back



before that night. We're going back to the house, and we're going to do
it different, and we're going to make sure that none of it ever happens
again. We can find her, and we can bring her back."

But hisface had begun to perspire, and | could fed his heat-and the

heet of the other two-they were burning with fever, evenin the freezing
cold, they werefrying themsdves, they were pushing their mindstoo hard.

| opened my eyes.

| was il insde the smokehouse, on the floor, with agargantuan ache
at the back of my head, and an intense fedling of exhaustion. | sat up,
my muscles sore asif 1'd been running for miles, my body covered with
Swest, a shivering throughot.

| could barely bring mysdlf to look at the square of light.

Nothing.

No one.
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It fdlt asif my mind wereflashing on and off. Asif lightning played
within my head. | closed my eyesto remember the Dark Game.

Holding hands with Bruno and Brooke, in acircle, peeking beneath my
blindfold to make sure they weren't peeking at me.

Reciting the nursery rhyme, and then fedling asif we were soaring-all
three of us-into a darkness.

And there shewas, waiting for us.

Our mother.

Not quite our mother.

Our mother somehow rebuilt ingde our imaginations.

Our mother crossed with the I ce Queen.

The Maiden of Snow.

The Banghee.

A hybrid of our ideaof some monstrous woman and our beautiful mother,
with her honey-gold hair turned white, and her eyesyelow-red and fixed

with acruel but cold, snakelike gaze.

Somehow, somehow ... we had created her.



Inour ritud.
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CHAPTER THIRTY

| must have stumbled out of the smokehouse, but | barely

remember it. When | cameto, Polaand Zack were calling to me from the
porch of the house.

When | glanced their way, | thought | felt apull. A gravitationa pull,
trying to draw me back into the smokehouse, likeinvisblefingers,

tugging & me.

The sky was heavy with the smoky clouds that generally meant more bad
weather-the predictions had been for yet another storm, aswe away's got
on theidand in December.

| had the odd sensation that | was dead. Dead and crawling acrossthe
ground, but not feding it. Trying to resst the pull, thet force, that

magnet, which wanted my body back in the smokehouse.
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| heard Polas cries, and then a sound like the giant wings of abird
flapping closeto my ear-

My breath was labored.
| fdlt asif my lungswere frozen.
| felt hands upon me.

With some effort, | turned dightly to see who had their hands on my
shoulders.

Asif | saw her at the end of along dark tunnel, Polaknelt there
besdeme.

Her lipsmoved, but | couldn't hear her.
Next to her, standing over the two of uswas her son, Zack.

Hiseyeswerewide, asif he were seeing something awful, and he wasn't
looking at me. | knew who he saw. | knew he must see her aswell.



Not Pola, but the other one.
Then | heard Polasvoice. "Nemo? Nemo, are you al right? Nemo?"

| watched, unable to move or spesk, feding achilling pardysisin my
bones, and saw Zack move away.

Asif someonewere caling him, and he done could hear the voice.
Sound returned, and then more clear vison; findly, after aminute or

0, | felt the pinpricks along my legs and arms and the soles of my

feet. | could sit up, and felt wet in the snow. Polawas nearly in

tears, but she fought to keep them back. "Oh, my God," she said. "You
frightened me. Areyou dl right?"
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| said the only thing that cameto my mind. "Where's Zack?'

| wiped my eyes, for they stung. And then, with Polas help, I got up.
"Zack?' Polaglanced around. "Zack?"

Her son stood at the entrance to the smokehouse.

Zack looked back at us.

"| thought | saw something,” he said, but then bounded back over to us.
| till felt shaky, and somehow coated with shame, asif the haywire
nature of my brain wasits own kind of humiliation. I might belosng my
mind, theway that Brooke felt she had been losing hers. | might be
suffering some nasty posttraumatic bullshit that would require years of
medicd attention.

But | felt sane. If you can fed sane, and lill fed the sputtering of
the circuits of your brain, then | knew | was sane.

"Why would | see my mother?' | asked.

| sat on the living room sofa and watched as Zack swung a poker around
the logsin thefireplace. Polastruck amatch and lit thefire, then

came back to st with me.

"Y ou've been through too much,” she said.

"No," | said. "l want to get Harry out here again.” | reached for the
phone. "Y ou might want to go home."

“Why?



"l just feel weird about it. | don't want you to worry about
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anything, and Harry is...." | held up the phone and began tapping out
Harry's number.

"I'm staying here," Polasaid. "If you and Harry want to go out there
again, yourefreeto. You're crazy to want to, if it affectsyou this
much. But Zack and | can just stay here by thefire."

"We can't go home now," Zack said, pointing to the window. "It's snowing
agan.”

It was an understatement on Zack's part: Outside the window, the storm
clouds were growing, and what came down was less snow than dest.

Harry picked up the phone on hisend, and | said, "Harry, can you come
out here? Now?"

After | got off the phone with Harry, | went to go wake up Brooke. Pola
offered to come with me, but | asked her to stay in theliving room. |

hed afeding, something | didn't like having to admit, and it was

smply that | didn't want Polaand her son to know about the Dark Game
or about what | feared might be al of us cracking up in the wake of our
father's death.

| jogged up the front staircase. Unlocking the door to the first room
upstairs Locked, just as | had warned Brooke away from doing), | opened
it upon amess. Theroom | entered, the room that we'd thought of asthe
sun room, looked like awhirlwind had gone through it. A chair and table
had been turned upside down, and papers were scattered all over the
floor. As| went from room to room, it was asif someone had
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been on atirade, tossing pillows and papers and kicking over trash and
pulling drawers completely out of the dressers.

Brooke was not in her bed, but the sheet was haf torn off. All the
votive candles were left Stting on their shelves, upright, ill lit.
There were some on the floor.

| called out to Brooke, to Bruno, but got no response.

Then | thought | heard awoman crying. Wasit in my heed? Wasit in the
house? It was the most pitiable sound.

| raninitsdirection, regardless. Doors opened and closed, and | felt
asif | were running through roomsin someone € sg's memory, for | saw



flashes-moments of my father in aroom as he had been when | wasa
child, or of Bruno asalittle boy stting in hisred wagon in the

rumpus room, or my mother, writing letters at her desk-it was asif my
memories were jumping out at me. Close 'em off. Close'em off.

| found Brooke in the greenhouse, Sitting on the cold floor, surrounded
by her paintings.

"The dogsare gone," she said, looking up at me. "They ran off. They
haven't come back. Bruno's after them, but | think they're gone for
good. | let them out, but they won't come back.”

| stood over her, glancing out through the green glass to the snowy
fieldsand woods. "They run sometimes. Don't worry."

"No," shesad. "They've been gonedl night."

Asshetold me of her effortsto find them, nearly freezing to death as
she went through the woods with aflashlight,
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caling for them, | looked at the canvases that were spread out around her.

Each of the paintings was of our father, dead, bleeding, looking up at
someone.

| put Brooke to bed, wrapping her in quilts and comfortersto il her
chattering.

There was condensation on her window, but no words finger-painted there.
Outside, snow mixed with deet continued faling.
Then | went to my own room.

My typewriter was on the floor by my bed, asif someone picked it up off
my desk and dropped it there.

| retrieved it from the floor, and when | did, | noticed the papersjust
under the bed. | reached for them, drawing them out.

Someone had been typing.

YOU CAN'T KEEP ME TRAPPED HERE. | AM GOING TO DESTROY YOU.
PLAY THE GAME FOR ME.

PLAY IT.

PLAY IT OR SHEWILL DIE.



JUST LIKEHEDID.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

Bruno arrived, having chased the greyhounds dl the way to the other
sde of the woods. " Something spooked them last night, | guess,” he
sad, dragging them in, dl of them soaked from the outdoors. We got
towels, dried off the dogs, and put them in their kennels.

Then hetold me what held discovered.
While I'd been at Pola's house, Bruno and his boyfriend had been tearing
gpart the ceiling of the dining room. It had begun to bow and bend a

bit, heavy with drippy plumbing from aleak Bruno hadn't been ableto
identify, dthough he had assumed it was from our father's bathroom. He

had aready
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recaulked the tub and tiles upstairs, but the water damage had increased
inthecelling below it.

He had a stepladder set up, and Cary passed him toolswhile he pulled at
the ceiling. It burst dl over him as he sat at the top of the ladder.

Mosguitoes and tiny gnat-like flies swarmed down from the damp open hole
that was |eft behind. He was amazed that mosquitoes could beliving in

the gapsin the ceiling and wallsin the dead of winter. "But the water
waswarm, o | guessthey just kept breeding,” he said.

Heled the three of usinto the dining room and pointed to asuitcase on
therug, by thetable. "I aready opened it, but maybe you should take a
look."

| got down on the floor and turned the suitcase on its Side. Popped it open.

Asl did this, Bruno said, "He must've put it in therewhen he put in
the new tub upgtairs.”

"A longtimeago,” | sad.

Inside the suitcase, wrapped in plastic and old newspapers,
Was more money.

"Wow!" Zack said. "Y ou'rerich!"

Poladrew him back from bounding forward to pick up someof it. "What's



dl thet from?"
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"It'slike there's another house underneath thisone," Bruno said.
"Dad's buried treasure.”

"Look a al this" | said. | unwrapped the plastic off one pile of
bills. "Did you count it?'

"Barely touched it. | crapped out and then had to go hunting those dogs
down. For dl | know ..." But he didnt finish the thought.

"Hell, Bruno, it looks like ten-maybe twel ve thousand dollars here.”
We spent an hour counting it. Some of it wasin neat stacks, others had
been thrown loosdly into the plastic wrap and newsprint. Zack helped out
by counting the stray billsthat had fallen loose. " Fifteen thousand,” |
said when I'd finished thefina count.

Bruno looked tense.

"Fifteen thousand,” | repeated.

"Well, now we know where he stashed it,” Bruno said.

Bruno began pacing after that. "He hid stuff in the house. He did it. He
did therepair on the tub. Shit, he did arepair on the front sairs.

What do you bet there's something behind there?"

"The crawlspace?"' | asked.

| tried to talk him out of it, but Bruno got a crowbar and adrill. |
followed behind him, trying to reason with him, then
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shouted at him to stop, but by the time | grabbed him by the shoulder,
he had aready smashed the crowbar into thewall behind the front
daircase, leaving ahuge holeinthe thinwall.

He opened up the wall, and reached into the dark opening.

But there was nothing. Just the empty space that ran along the front
quarter of the house, behind the stairs.

"l bet | can squeeze back there," he said.

"l candoit!" Zack volunteered, leaping up, raisng hishand asif he
werein school.



"You'retoo big,” Polasaid.

"l candoit," Zack said.

"Nobody isgoing inthere,” | said.

"Remember how he kept repairing things?' Bruno asked. "How held dways
be working on something-the pipes, thewalls. What if he put money back
there? What if theréds more?!

"That'scrazy."

"No, it'snot,” Bruno said. "He never trusted the bank. He never liked
anyone knowing what he made. He and Brooke used to fight about the store
because he never kept up with the books."

In amoment of silence, Zack whispered in awe: "1 bet there'spirate
treasure back there."

| stared at the wall by the staircase, and the raw tear he'd just made
init."Don't doit! Thisiscrazy!"

"Let'sfind out," he said, without waiting for any approva from me. He
smashed the crowbar into the drywall. It went through. "He had a
hand-axe somewhere. He ways kept it. Go find it.”

"Y ou're going to destroy the house," | said.
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Bruno's face looked asif it burned with fever. "I think thishouseis
gck. I think it needs some destroying.”

When he'd opened the wall up with an axe, a crowbar, and some reckless
hammering, we saw what we both wished we had never had to see.

It was our mother's suitcase.
Her red dress.

Her beige shoes. The ones she wore often. The onesthat she left the
housein.

Even her rosary and asmall statue of the Virgin Mary that she had taken
with her.

To Brazil.
Not to Brazil at al.

The only foreign country we knew was Hawthorn itsalf.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

By the time Harry showed up, | had asked Polato take Zack home-it would
not be the kind of day I'd anticipated. The only problem was, roads had
worsened. Harry said even his SUV had been skidding on the road, and the
only reasonable way to get back wasto walk. | sat down with Polain the
den.

"Heresthething,” | told her. "There's something wrong with us. Maybe
it'ssomekind of stressfrom the murder. Maybe it's something insde

me. Insde Brooke, too. But | don't understand it. And my fear isthat
there might be... well, some kind of danger here. | haveto be sensitive

to Brookesfedingsin this, but | think she may be cracking up under

all the pressure. And | may beaso."

"Let'sal go," shesaid. Shetook my handin hers. "Let's
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all of usjust go. We can wak to town. We can walk in the snow. It
might take half an hour at the most. Y ou don't need to be here." She
didn't say it with any hyperserious gaze in her eyes; she sounded

perfectly practical.

And it was true, we didn't need to be there. | didn't need to be at
Hawthorn.

But | could not leave my sister therein that condition.
Nor could I ignore something that had been building since I'd arrived.
| had felt the pull of the Dark Game.

| had left theidand to avoid its pull. To get away from what was bad
inddeme,

But the hdlucination of my mother-she had seemed like flesh and
blood-she had seemed there.

The words from the typewriter.
Brooke's paintings.

Polalooked at me as clear-eyed as| had ever seen anyone. "Do you know



that you did thisto me when we were young? That you shut me out of your
life even then? That you closed ranks with your brother and sster and
father asif | didn't matter?”

| didn't detect anger in her voice.

Jugt thetruth.

The absolute truth.

"l know."

She offered aweak amile. "Do what you need to do. Were going to stay
here. By thefire. But if I'm going to be part of your lifeagain, |

don't want to be shut out. Ever."
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Polaand Zack remained in the house; we let Brooke deep. Harry, Bruno,
and | went to the smokehouse.

We skipped the blindfolds. Bruno and | faced each other. Closed our
eyes. Harry, with hissmall recorder out, sat on the wood-dat floor.

| haveto admit, | began laughing at first, and then Bruno did aswell,
aswe took each other's hands.

"Want meto hypnotize you? Would that make it easier?’ Harry asked.

| opened my eyes and looked at Bruno, who kept hiseyes closed. "1 think
we need the blindfolds."

"All right, then," Harry said. Hetook hisjacket off, then his shirt,
and drew hisundershirt over his head. He ripped it up into afew
strips, passed them to each of us, and then put his shirt and jacket
back on.

"l just fed slly," Bruno said, looking at the rag in hishand.

"Fed slly, then,” Harry told him. "Did you fed slly when we were
kids and you did this?'

"No," hesaid. "It was serious then."

"It's serious now," Harry said. "Do you want to know how serious? Let me
play something for you." He held up the digital recorder. "Nemo, in my
office. | put you under.”

"And nothing happened,” | said.
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"I lied," hesaid. "You did say things. Only | didn't want to face them.
But | need to know if what you told me when you were under isgoing to
cometo pass.”

He pressed the play button of the recorder.
My voice.

"Harry Withers, you're going to die. Soon. Y ou don't want to make it
happen. Not again. Y ou don't want to. Y ou will die. Sowly. Painfully.”

Clicked it off.

He shrugged. "Maybeit's bullshit. Maybe not. Y ou used to predict things
when you were under,” Harry said. "Y ou knew that my father would die of
emphysema. Y ou knew other things. This doesn't seem silly to me. | want
to know everything that you know."

We began theritud.

| didn't imagine anything, but recited the poem about the bdlls, and

then chanted, "Here comes acandle to light you to bed, and here comesa
chopper to chop off your head,” repesating these lines again and again. |
dipped back into them easly-asif | felt better about mysdf for

saying them.

Asif I'd wanted to say them, in the smokehouse, the way | wanted a
cigarette or the way | might want adrink.

It felt like an hour went by. We stood there. We held our hands together.
Nothing.

Andthenit came.
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In my mind's eye. Bruno was there with me, watching. Aloud, | described
what we were both seeing:

My mother.

She was naked, her womb ripped open, and her eyesran with blood all
around them. My father held her, his skin soaked with her blood asit
pulsed from the thousand cuts hed madein her.

And again, he raised the shiny crescent.

Crescent moon?



What wasit?

It flashed and came down against my mother's skin.
A smdll, curved blade.

The blade of ascythe.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

One of uslet go of the other's hands. | wasn't surewhich. | nearly
fell backward, with the force of being let loose from the game.

| had forgotten its power.

"Hekilled her," Bruno said, tearing off the blindfold.

"He may not have," Harry said.

"Bruno, it'sagame. It's some mindfuck. It may not bered,” | said.

"Her clothesare dill here. Her things. He used the Dark Gameto
survive the POW camps, Nemo. He used it with usto control our minds.”
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| fdlt asif agun had gone off right next to my ear. It was asif the
words exploded something, and for afew seconds, the world went silent.

"He used to hurt her,” Bruno said. "Y ou may not remember it, Nemo. But |
do. He probably hurt her that night."

"Right here," Harry said. I'd nearly forgotten that hewasin the
smokehouse with us.

It only took us afew minutesto decide what to do next.
Wereadlly had no choice.

It was S0 cold outsidethat | felt asif my earswere going to burn off,

and the snow was heavy, and the wind had begun blasting from the north.
Thistime, | was covered from head to foot in athick down jacket, a

wool cap, with athick wool scarf wrapped around my neck. Bruno was less
concerned with the cold and wore his trademark brown leather jacket and
jeans, with abaseball cap scrunched down on his head.



He carried the shovels, | carried the axe and crowbar. The flashlights
were stuffed in the four pockets of my coat.

Harry had remained in the smokehouse and was speaking into hisrecorder.
Ever the reporter.

Inside the smokehouse, we set up flashlights around the floor.
They lit the place decently.

The sméll of blood was not quite as strong as | had experienced that
morning.
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| crouched down and touched the dats of the floor. "He put them in the
year sheleft." My father's blood had dried and frozen the wood.

"Yep," Bruno said.

We began smashing the floor and pulling the wood up asit broke. | piled
itinacorner.

Wetook turns with the shovels, for there were only two of them, along-
and a short-handled.

Bruno cracked the hard surface of the dirt below.

It took an hour to get to it, but we found it.

A canvastarp, wrapped around the remains of a human body.
Harry crouched down and drew something fromiit.
"What'sthis?'

It was a crescent-shaped object. Rusted.

"It'swhat | dwaysimagined her having. A crescent moon,” | said,
feding blood draining from my face.

"He murdered her withit,” Bruno said.
We gtared at it, and then at each other, for along time.

| said nothing. | could not comprehend what wed found. | could not
undergtand it logically.

Our mother had been murdered.



Our mother had been murdered by our father.

He had buried her there, in the place where we had played, when we
weren't being punished in the same spot.

Then he had created the Dark Game so that he could stop up our memories.

Hefucked each one of us up with that ritud. | wonder if he even knew
the power it had for us. Theway it had been an addiction for us, going
to the smokehouse, or eveninthe
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wardrobein hisbedroom, or down by the duck pond. How our lives had
been empty without it. | felt that now. Playing it again. | fdtits
pull. It wanted to be played.

It had created a hunger, carved out a place for us. Made ahome within
our minds.

"Shewas furious-telling him that sheld never cared for him and that she
hadn't wanted children at dll. | sat out on the stairs and listened and

saw what | could from the bannister. He was practicaly on hisknees," |
said, remembering the look on my poor father's face as my mother,
seeming more wicked than she had ever been to any of us before, told him
how he had destroyed anything he'd ever touched and how if heloved the
children so much, he could take care of them, but she was going to South
America, she was going for love, and she was not going to spend another
minute in the hellhole known as Hawthorn or the awful place called
Burnley Idand.

Evenasl sadit, it sounded false. | hadn't drawn that memory up in
years, and thistime, it didn't sound right. It sounded too perfect.

"Likeit'sfromamovie," Bruno said. "Or made up. like he made it up.
like he made you think that had happened. Faceit, he murdered her. He
killed her. Here."

"The place of punishment,” | said.

"l want more," Bruno said, aslly look coming over his
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face. He took deep bresths, and leaned over, resting his hands on his
knees. "That wasn't enough.”

"Bruno?' | said. Y ou okay?"

He looked at me wild-eyed, nodding. "We need Brooke. | want more of it.
| want to go back to that night. In the Dark Game. Harry, don't you



think she should be here? We just got aglimpse. Harry, you can be part
of it. You played it once."

"Nothing happened. | didn't see anything."

Bruno glanced over a me. "All of us. Pola, too.”

"No," | said. "Not Harry, either.”

"Then Brooke," Bruno said, nearly panting asif hed been running afew
miles. "He fucked us over for life, Nemo. We need to go back there. We
need to play it likewe used to play it. Only not by hisrules.”

Brooke wasin no condition for any of this.

She looked at him asif she could not quite focus. "'I'm so tired, Bruno.
Bruno, Nemo, let me deep. I'm so tired.”

"Get up,” Bruno said. A roughness had come over him; and | also fdlt it.

It was the hunger for the game. We wanted to be back iniit. It gave us
something, no matter how awful it seemed afterward, it gave us
something. And when it was over, it took it away. "Come on. Let's go out
there again. Let's play the Dark Game there. Now."

Brooke protested, and | told him it could wait, but he was enraged. "We
aregoing to play it!" he shouted, and somehow, | knew that | had wanted
to play the Dark Game again, ever since I'd returned.
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The nightmares had been waiting for me.

The doors had been locked in my mind.

| let Bruno vent al the repressed fury held held inside, and | was

afraid he was going to hit Brooke; | lunged at him, and drew him back
from her bed. "Stop it!"

Then, | told her about what we'd found in the smokehouse.

In the smokehouse again, with Harry standing away from our circle, we
began. Brooke had taken some tranquilizers and was fuzzy with the rhyme,

but she accepted the blindfold. Her hands, and mine, trembled.

Harry glanced at hiswatch. "It'snot quite dark yet," he said. "It will
be soon.”

"Perfect,” | said. "The hour before dark you start. And if you keep
going, it becomesred."

"Oranges and lemons, say the bellsof &. Clemens.” Weall said the



rhyme. Bruno, the most enthusiagticdly. | felt the shivering of
Brooke's hand in mine and kept afirm grip on her. It was cruel to do
this. It was perhaps even evil, for her mind wasfragile enough at this
point. But the hunger wasin me. Just asit had been asaboy. | was
merely aconduit, achannd for the Dark Game.

"Y ou owe mefivefarthings, say the bellsof &. Martin's" we said, and
it continued until theline"And here comesa
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chopper to chop off your head.” Assllly asit was, it gave me strength,
and | felt more connected to my brother and sister than | had in years.
It had been the missing piece to my existence. It had been the surge of
power I'd regretted ever leaving behind.

We were one.

Wewereonein the Dark Game.

And then, with one voice, we began spesking, asif our minds had merged,
and the words themsdves took usinto another darkness.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
It was the night our mother [eft.

"No, Daddy!" | cried out, but | could not stop him from besating a her
with hisfids.

"Y ou goddamn whore! Y ou have done thisfor the last time!" he shouted.
He barely looked like my father at all. His face was contorted, and his
eyeswild and angry. He grabbed my mother by her long golden hair and
pulled so hard that, as she screamed, long strands of blood-tipped hair
cameout in hisfig.

Shetried to fight him, but he kept punching her. | jumped
334

on him and beat my fists againgt his back, but he shook me off and
kicked at my face.

"Y ou goddamn whore!" heyelled a her again. Brooke and Bruno stood in
the doorway crying.



"I'm going to punish you, you bitch! Y ou kids, get out to the
smokehouse. Y ou're going to see how whores get treated!”

Andthenitwasasif wewerefloating, dl of us, and | could goinand
out of my father'smind at will, and | heard the voices he had within

him. | felt the tortures that had been inflicted upon him, the whippings
hisfather had given him, and the muddy hole held been kept in for
months a atime while he played the Dark Game himsdf-and something
edsewastherein hismind; something dse lurked within him.

Something created by the Dark Game itsdlf.

A mongder.

Not a human being turned monstrous.

But a creature that had knivesfor teeth, in circular, lamprey-like

rows, going down itsthroat. Something was|oose within him, something

he could not control.

Banshee.

Next, we watched as he held our mother up in front of us- she was barely

conscious-and he tore her blouse from her, and then her bra, her

pantyhose around her ankles, her pale white skin bruised.

We saw three children-they were us-tied with hands behind our backs.
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"NONE OF YOU DESERVES TO LIVE!" my father screamed. "NONE OF YOU! YOU

ARE ALL BASTARDSAND FORALL I KNOW I'M NOT EVEN YOUR FATHER! | AM THE
FATHER AND WHAT | SAY GOES! NOT ONE OF YOU ISEVER GOING TO BREAK MY
RULES, YOU UNDERSTAND ME?'

"Mease," my mother said. "Please, God, please, oh God, please.”

For alightning-flash of amoment, | saw her not asawoman, but asa
lamb about to be daughtered beneath afarmer's axe.

My father's booming voice caused the children to tremble.

They had duct tape on their mouths.

Hewas going to hurt them, aswdll.

"YOU AREALL BAD! YOU AREALL EVIL!" my father ydled, and then his
voice softened, and he kissed the edge of my mother'slips. ™Y ou're

making me do this. Y ou have evil in you. It needsto be cleansed. It
needsto be wiped free"



The broken handle of the scythe was in the corner.
The blade wasin my father's hands.

The children's eyes went wide as the blade came down into my mother's
throdt.

And thenwewereadl crying, digging inthedirt.
My father was digging aso, burying my mother's body.

"None of you should be dive. None of you. She was a good woman, but she
went bad. Y ou each are going bad. |
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can seeit coming,” he said, and Bruno began moaning the loudest.

My father ripped the tape from his mouth and grabbed Bruno around the
wag, hugging him.

My father wept.
"Don't kill me, Daddy," Bruno sobbed.

Again, | had that strange sensation. | could move into my father's mind,
and | felt the mongter there, and when | tried to pictureit, the word
banshee came up. Ingde my father. Growing. Struggling againgt him. |

fdt thekillings hed done in the war, some justified by battle,

others, darker, for he had been playing the game. The monster had grown
within him likeatumor. A dark blotch of cancer in hismind, taking him
over, but retregting, in remission.

"I loveyou, baby," he said to my brother, and began sobbing himsdlf. He
released Bruno, and pressed his hands to his forehead. " Get out of me!™
he shouted. " Get out of me!”

Inhismind, | feltit, somekind of change, some shift of hisblood.
He replaced the duct tape over Bruno'slips.

Little Brooke was gone. Her eyes glazed over. It had been too much for
her. I moved through her mind and heard:

"Daddy isnot doing it. It didn't happen. She went away. She went away.

Somewhere dse. Another place called Brazil. She went away. Daddy did

not do it. Daddy did not tie her up. Daddy did not punish her. Daddy did

not punish her and make her hurt. DADDY WOULD NEVER HURT US! DADDY LOVES
US! HE'SONLY PUNISHING MOMMY'! BUT IT'SNOT REAL! IT'STHE DARK GAME!
SHE RAN AWAY FROM USBECAUSE SHE DOESN'T LOVE US"
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| felt asif | were shot back out of Brooke's mind.

When | looked at my own nine-year-old self, | wasn't exactly all there
either. My eyes had the same glassy look as did Brooke's, and it wasthe
saddest thing I'd ever seen.

Who could blame these children?

Witnessing this.

Seaing it happen.

| went inside my own mind, to get asense of what | could be thinking,
and dl | felt was darkness there-so much that it sung for meto stay
ingde my childhood sdif.

| drew back and watched.

My father filled in my mother's grave, and then sat with usal day.

All night.

Then, against my will, | was sucked into my childhood sdf, and | felt
intense pain, asif my skull were about to explode, and something
ed-like swam through my skin, making me fed uncomfortablein my own flesh.

In that little boy's mind he wasin asmall boat on the sea. In the sky,
an enormous silver crescent moon, but it was barely dark yet.

My father was turned with his back to me. He had afishing lineout in
thewater. When | looked in the bottom of the boat, near my bare feet,
it seemed dive with wriggling fat eelsand freshwater trout, their
tallsflipping asthey tried to get out of the boat.

Heturned to face me, and his eyes were no longer there, but blood
poured from the empty holes.

(Someone cried near me. Bruno?)
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"Don't be afraid,” my father said. "Just close your eyes. Don't touch
anything.”

| glanced down at the edlsin the boat. The edswerein the child's
imagination. Hewasn't in aboat. He wasn't near the water. But he
wanted to remake the world so that it made senseto him. "Them?' he
asked, looking at the edls.



"Just stay till here. Keep your eyes closed. Don't lean. No talking.
Ignorethe noise,” he said. "Listen to what I'm about to say. Listen

very carefully. Each word | say isimportant. Each word islike akey to
adoor. | want you to imagineasmadl red light, so small you can barely
seeit. Everything about it is completely pitch dark, but thelight is

red likeatiny tiny fire. | want you to follow mewith that fire,

follow meas| take you somewhere else.”

| watched an edl with amouth like a python asit devoured one of the
fish. | nodded, not wanting to say anything to him.

"Shewent away," my father said, returning his gaze to the ever-growing
moon as the seagull's shriek became a scream. "But someday, shelll be
back. Nemo, you saw her on the tairs. In her red dress. Y ou cried and
you tried to grab her, but she was mean to you. She didn't love any of
you. Shedidn't love me. A man waited for her outside. They were leaving
you. Abandoning you. Y ou three dept in my bed that night, you dept
there and we all wept together that she didn't love any of usanymore. ..."

| was expeled from my childhood mind and floated again, watching as my
father used what can only be described as brainwashing techniques,
combined with the Dark Game itself. Hours passed in seconds, and the
children remained in that
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smokehouse for days, being fed, peeing and shitting in their clothes,
while my father kept them prisoner. And the Dark Game began to take them
over.

Beneath the blindfold, aware again of being in the smokehouse NOW with
Bruno and Brooke.

Brooke whimpered and seemed to be forming words asif she werejust

learning to spesk.
Bruno whispered, "The Brain Fart."

| wasabird flying inthe air, looking down as each of us|eft the
smokehouse as children. My father carried Brookein hisarms, for she
seemed sick and feverish. Bruno held my hand, and fell on the snow (it
was December then aswell). At the house, the little boy named Nemo
began to panic-you could seeit in hiseyes, and his skin turned pale-he
let go of hislittle brother's hand and ran down, away from the house
and hisfather.

Ran down through the fields. We felt the sucking hunger of hismind, as
if it had been carved up in that Brain Fart, and something ingtinctive
made him run away.



Down to the woods the little boy went, and when he got there, he began
biting hisown arms, just above the wri.

Even drawing blood.

But aman came there and took him to the stream to wash the blood.
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It was hisfather.

The monger within him was gone.

Thefather took hissonin hisarmsand carried him home.

Aloud, NOW, in the smokehouse, | said, "Bruno, Brooke, do you fed it?'
After amoment, Brooke whispered, "What isit?’

"l don't know," | said.

But whatever it was, it went through the three of uslike acurrent.

| was convinced that there were four people holding handsin that circle.
We were not there without something else dso being there.

Holding our hands, holding them tightly, not wanting any of usto bresk
thecircle.

"It'sMom," Bruno said. "lIt'sMom, | canfed her. It's... it's..."

"Oh God, do you fed it, Nemo?' Brooke asked, her voice suddenly full of
energy, where it had sounded drained and exhausted moments before.

And| did fed it.

Anéectrica current flowing through us.
We saw her.

Our mother.

But not as we wanted her to be.
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We watched as our father, just two weeks before, stepped into the
smokehouse.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-HVE

Gordie Raglan sniffed at the air, and we smelled it aswell: apowerful
odor.

Dead animal.
He crouched down and touched the floor.

What was he thinking? | couldn't sense anything from hismind. | didn't
seem to possess the power to move through him any longer.

And then something grabbed him.

| expected to see aghost.

To see our mother there, with blade in hand.

But insteed, it was Brooke.

She attacked with theferocity of awild animal.

Thefirst dice came down on his shoulder.

The blade went in and out, and my sster engulfed him.
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CHAPTER THIRTY-SX

Suddenly, | felt my mind explode, and for minutes | beganto seea
strobe-like white light flashing in darkness. Weld let go of each
other's hands.

"It wasn't mel" Brooke cried out.

| tore the blindfold from my face.

Theflashlights on the ground cast eerie shadows around us.

"| didn't do that," shesaid. "'l didn't. It could not have been me."

"I know," | said. "It was something el se. It wasthe Banshee. In the game.”
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Therewas aterrible smdl in the smokehouse as we three stood there.

"l want to keep playing,” Bruno said, and hisvoice was curioudy like
that of achild.

The odor grew stronger, and | began to fedl sick.
"Harry," | sad, turning around.

What greeted me then was something | could not have imagined. Not have
wished upon my worst enemy.

Or my best friend.

Fird, | havetotdl you that the Dark Game was within each of us

now-and dl of usat once. It had been waiting there, waiting to open

those doors, and close others, within our minds, just asthe doorsin
Hawthorn had opened and closed on us, just aslife had opened and closed
onus.

| fdt different. | remembered the high that I'd felt asaboy, asif |

had no problems whatsoever, asif | could do or be anything, and how
we'd play the Dark Game and soar like birds, or swim benegath the sea
like edswriggling into the fathomless depths. | breathed more clearly.

| felt stronger. Sweeter.

And when | saw what had become of Harry, it terrified me, but that
switch had been flicked insde me and | wasn't sureif it wasthe Dark
Game scaring me, or the Sight of him.,

Helay crumpled on the ground.

Therewasalook in hiseyesasif hed seen something too terrifying to
livethrough. A kind of awe and astonishment,
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and he nearly seemed alive to me. As Joe Grogan might say, it wasthe
damnedest thing.

| knelt down and held him. He was gone. Tears cameto my eyes. | didn't
understand this. | wanted to know what he'd seen, why he had to die.

Why | even let him betherewith us.
Why the Dark Game had to feed off him like that.

Bruno wasthefirst to notice. "L ook, it's dark out. We played past
twilight. It'sreal now. That'swhat happens. It'sred.” He spoke asif



drunk, with both alazy durring of words and anearly hyperactive
physicdlity.

Brooke began shuddering. "I didn't do it. | just could not. | didn't.”

"What happened that night?' Bruno asks. "Why did you st there for hours?!
"l don't know!"

"Y ou do know! Y ou know, you're just not saying!"

Something within Brooke seemed to bregk. "1 was playing it. By mysdif. |
closed my eyes. | went into the darkness. | couldn't helpit. | couldn't.”

| went to her and put my hands around her, but felt cold inside toward her.
Toward mysdf.

The Dark Game had won.

It had been lurking and biding itstime.

The Banshee, the only thing | can call the creature | fdt firringin
my brain now, with the face of our mother crossed
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with the 1ce Queen, crossed with the lamprey-mongter of nightmares, had
remained asmal parasitein our brains, but the Dark Game had brought
itout. Fed it. Let it grow.

"Thenight hewaskilled," | whispered in Brooke's ear, "you tried to
kill yoursdlf. Y ou played the Dark Game. By yoursdf. Y our blood
spilled. And it came back to you."

She drew back from me, her eyes wide with horror.

Then she pushed me back; | nearly fell over, her strength had increased
so much from the game. Her eyes seemed wild, but not with fear.
Something ese. Something that reminded me too much of the Banshee.

She crouched down by our mother's remains and plucked something from them.

The scythe. She glanced back a melikeawild animd, asif shedidn't
evenrecognizemea al.

Then sheran for the door, flung it open, and ran out into the snow.
Bruno grabbed me by my shoulders and snarled, "L et her go! Y ou brought

thisback! Y ou and your friend!" Then helet go of me and grabbed the
sdesof hishead. "Get it out of me! | dont want itin me! It's



burning me!™

| felt it too, adight risein my body temperature, and we both saw the
other one, standing there between us.

The Banshee, with her eyes harsh and unforgiving.
Our mother.

Our mongter.

The ultimate Migtress of the Dark Game.

And then the howling of the wind, asthe cresture before us became a
shadow and swept out the door, across the dark night.
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| ran out, and shielding my eyes, followed the shadow as it moved toward
Hawthorn itsdf.

The front door to Hawthorn was open wide. Inside, slence. "Pola?" |
cdled. "Zack?' Behind me, Bruno, and what had become a blizzard.

Inside the house, the living room was silent. The fire continued to burn
inthe hearth. "Pola?' From upgtairs, asingle, muffled scream.

| ran up the stairsas quickly as| could; Thefirst door waslocked.
Smoke came out from benegth it.

Insde my head thewords:

Here comes a candleto light you to bed.

| turned to Bruno, who had followed me up. The gamewasin him too
much-his eyes-his heavy breathing asif he were consuming oxygen like beer.

350

"Your keys" | said. "Do you havethem?' "Let'splay it again,” hesad,
licking hislips. "Give meyour keys," | said.

By thetime I'd opened the door, | could aready smell smoke. My heart
raced as| bounded from room to room, and as | opened each door into the
next room, the gray smoke began to come my way.

"Brooke! Polal" | shouted as| went, and when | finally got to Brooke's
bedroom, it was locked.

"Brooke!" | pounded on the door.



"It'sdl right!" Brooke shouted from the other sde of the door. "It's
al right, Nemo! I'm going to go into the Dark Game! Thefirewon't hurt
m"

"Unlock the door! Brooke!" | rammed the door with my shoulder, and it
gavedightly. "Brooke! It wasn't you! It wasthat thing. It'sinside

al of us. It wasin the smokehouse. It wasin the game. Y ou don't have
to do this. You didnt kill him!"

"It'sdl right," she said, and her voice became sing-song as she
recited the Dark Game rhyme. "Here comes acandleto light you to bed,
and here comes a chopper to chop off your head!"

| busted the door down, my shoulder feding asif it were nearly
didocated from the effort.

The candles were overturned, and the curtains had caught fire.
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| saw something thet | will never in my lifeforget.

Brooke stood near the bedroom window as the flames rose on either side
of her, and even seemed to be under her fedt.

She begantorise, just imperceptibly, solittle that | thought |
imagined t.
And then she levitated higher.

The whites of her eyeswent into her head, and her face became contorted
in the same rage I'd seen in the phantom of my mother at the smokehouse
that morning.

"HERE COMES A CANDLE TO LIGHT YOU TO BED!" she screeched, waving the

crescent blade in her hand and dashing at thefireitself. "AND HERE

COMES A CHOPPER! HERE IT COMES, NEMO! A CHOPPER TO CHOP OFF YOUR HEAD!
TO CHOPYOU INTO PIECESWHILE YOU WATCH! WHILE YOU LIVE UNTIL THE LAST
SLICE HAS GONE IN!"

Behind her, the window burst open-the storm windows as well exploded
around her. The blast sent her body forward.

She began to glide on a current of air toward me.

It'sthe Dark Game. It's nothing more. It twistswhat you see. It fucks
with you.

| gasped as | felt awhoosh of air being sucked out of my lungs.



Things seemed to move dowly; time had changed subtly; thefire itself
moved in dow motion.

It'sthe Dark Game. Play it. Play it asthe master of it.

| grabbed Bruno by the wrigts. "We have to go there now. Right now!"
Bruno looked at measif | had just told him we were going
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on aroller coaster. He grinned, nodding, and closed his eyes.

| closed mine, terrified that 1'd open them again to find the scythe
coming down on my neck.

Let'sgo there, let'sgo. WElI find you, Brooke. Well find you there,
and well bring you out. Come on.

| felt Bruno'smind dip into mine, easily, likeahandinaglove.
Cam, aswell.
In the darkness, | saw Brooke, her blindfold on.

In the darkness, | reached over and pulled the blindfold back. Toreit
from her face.

| saw her eyeslook up at mine.
My little sgter.
| opened my eyes again and let go of Bruno's hands.

Brooke was nearly next to me, but she was on the floor; the fire spread
near her dresser.

"Y ou watched him tortureme! Y ou let him kill me!" she shouted with the
voice of our mother. She siwung the scythe up and seemed to bring it down
to Bruno'sarm, but he moved at just the last second, and it dliced,

instead, into hisleg. | grabbed her by the wrist and shook her. | felt

ajolt of eectricity go through us, and that awful sweet fedling of the

game.

She dropped the blade. It did acrossthe floor. She twisted her arm out
from my hand and lunged a me, her teeth nearly going to my throat. It
was like fending off amad dog.

| threw her back with all my strength; she landed on the bed, its sheets
caiching fire asif shewerethefire hersdf.



The howling wind outside the broken window-
The booming of doors being dammed shut in the house, one after the other.
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Brooke began biting her arms, reopening the cuts on them, blood on her
lips. Theflesh curling back as the wounds spread wide.

"Yes Yes Hold my hands," she said. "Hold my hands. We don't haveto be
here. We can go there. Into the dark. We can be with her. With Mother.”

| rushed to her and yanked her up from the burning bed; the skin dong
her neck had begun bubbling from the burn, and her hair had caught fire.
| wrapped her in the quilt, snuffing out the flames dong her scap, and
lifted her up.

She pressed her lipsto my neck as| carried her, licking. It wasthe
nastiest thing I'd ever flt. | didn't care. She would survivethis. We
al would.

It'snot her. It'snot. It's not aghost. It's something we created in
that game. It's something that existsinit. We don't play it. It playsus.

| carried her out of her bedroom, opening one door after another to get
out of the house; she clawed a me the whole way, scraping my neck and
tearing at my coat like it was made of paper.

"Bruno, comeon!" | shouted.

Thefire had its own power-that same surge wed felt-and it spread too
fast on the upper floor. Flames shot out of the windows.

| lay Brooke down in the snow on the quilt.

"Watch her!" | said.

| went back in for Polaand Zack, but as| raced through
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the rooms on the ground floor, | saw shapes of things-of children-of us,

the three of us, childrenin the house, asif | were seeing quick

flashes of moments from my childhood. Part of me wondered whether | was
dill in the smokehouse.

Still in the Dark Game.

My brain was flashing on and off, asif it had astruggle to make sense
of everything that had gone on that night.



At the other end of the house, in the greenhouse, the door leading
outside was wide open.

| saw light down by the woods. A flashlight's beam.

| cupped my hands around my mouth and shouted Polas name.
| heard acal back up from the woods.

Polasvoice.

They were safe.

| stood outside and watched Hawthorn burn, asit probably should've
burned years before. The greyhounds were on leashes-when wed been in
the smokehouse, Pola and her son had taken the dogs out through the back
of the house, and they'd run off again. Polaand Zack went out in the

storm, leashes in hand, to get them back. And come back they did;

perhaps, those dogs even saved the lives of the woman and boy who chased
them down.

Bruno took Brooke up to Harry's SUV, and we sent Zack running acrossthe
road to go ask Paulette and |ke Doone to call the fire department if
they hadn't already.
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| was hoping that the place would just burn. None of us could ever live
there again. None of uswould want to deep in that house, or evenin

itsgenerd vidinity.

"l don't think life has meaning,” | said to Pola. "l just don't. Not
after this”

Polatook my hand, squeezing it lightly. It was like some Morse code
between us, and | felt some meaning in her touch. No Dark Game there.
"Don't dietwice," shesaid.

| glanced at her. Her face, beautiful and undisturbed. Shewasa
survivor of things. She was someone | wanted to understand better.

"There's plenty of timefor what will come. You and | will grow old.
Well be haunted by the past. But it'sjust the past,” shesaid. "I'm

not sure there are answers here. In thisworld. It'sjust mystery here.

| think all we're supposed to do is ask the questions. The answers are
for later.”

| had nothing to say to this. | had no defense. | felt an enormous

burning within mysdf, even asthe last of the house went, and withiit,

some screams in my head that | suppose had not stopped since I'd been a
little boy and had watched my mother die a the hands of my father.



There we were: Pola, her scarf tied around her hair, her beige jacket
wrapped around her body; and me, standing on the gravel of the roadside,
watching the fire consumethe night.
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In the darkening sky, the ashesfloated gray and white, upward, like
snowflakes turning from the earth back to the heavens.

| had no words left. | reached for her, clung to her, held her, and |
wanted life more than anything esein theworld.
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CHAPTER THIRTY SEVEN

The murder of my father was never officidly solved. Therewereno
fingerprints. There was no evidence beyond picturesin our minds. Bruno
and | knew it hadn't really been Brooke. We knew it had been something
else. An energy there, brought from darkness.

A power, fuded by achildren'sgame.

Fueled by fear and anger and terror.

And by something we would probably never be able to fully understand.
Perhaps, apsychic spark againgt aflint of human madness.

Not our mother.

But the Banshee that three children had conjured once upon atime.
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| suppose if Harry hadn't been diagnosed as having a heart attack, Joe
Grogan would've believed our stories about apparitions and possession
and agamethat drove you mad and turned you into some kind of psychic
generator. We didn't mention Brooke. "He had aheart murmur,” Joetold
me. "It could've happened at any time.”

| knew better. Even Joe had seen the way Harry's face looked. It had
contorted not in pain, but in fear.

But | let it go. No good would be served by protesting about what no
one-least of dl apoliceman with an orderly and skeptical mind-would
not believe unless he had been there to experienceit.

My mother's remains were positively identified from dentd records, and
we buried her in the Raglan cemetery down beyond the woods, but not 'til



spring. | inssted that she not be buried near where my father was
findly laid to rest, but at the opposite end, near Granny Pree, whom my
mother had loved so much.

Brooke left theidand; Bruno and | remained; Polaand | took inthe
greyhounds, both of whom wreaked havoc on Pola's smal house, but Zack
adored them.

| adored them aswell, for they had saved two people | loved very much,
just by being out of contral.

We three decided to sdll off parcels of land, once summer came around.
Weall could use the money, and Bruno
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expressed an ambition to build asmal place on the other sde of the
woods, far away from where Hawthorn had stood. So, we'd keep afew
acres, and sell the rest as buyers became interested. Bruno and | wanted
Brooke to have the lion's share of any sale, but sheingsted that

whatever sdle MontiLee Stormer could get, the proceeds would be divided
three ways.

| still had to overcome my fear of the place.

| went there in March and wandered the ruins of the house. | couldn't
bring mysdlf to go near the smokehouse, and frankly, congratul ated
myself on that wisdom. No use opening that door, ever again.

As| waked around the property, with the winter chill and that
whistling wind gtill biting at my neck, | felt apeacel'd never
experienced there before.

It was gone.

Whatever had been there that was bad.

It had I€ft.

Burnt itsdf out.

We had areunion of sortsin June at Hawthorn-Midsummer's Eve, to be
exact. Thelongest day of the year, which also meant the longest twilight.

The weather was ddightful, the mosguitoes were abit heavy, and Pola
and | spent an afternoon cooking and preparing, with Zack running
errands to make sure there were enough potatoes for the German potato
sdlad, and for last minute runs to Croder-Sharp-Callahan for paper plates.

Zack invited hisfriends, Mike and Mike's sster, Jenny,
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whose parents were going off on asailboat with another couple that
evening. It was nearly like having abig family in tow, but

| loved every minute.

Bruno and Cary met usin the village. We drove from there out to the
property.

All that was|eft of the house wasits foundation and what 1'd best call
"scragps'-broken glass, burnt out frames of windows, some brick
rubble-the leftovers of a house burning. Wildflowers, brightly colored
in lavender and yellow, had sprung up around the foundation, and we
settled on the southern edge of the foundation for our picnic. Cary had
ahuge quilt, which he soread out, and it fit nearly dl of us, with our
feet hanging over the edge in the fresh green grass. The kids went off
to play games down by the duck pond.

"How's the book?' Cary asked.

"Crap," | said. "But what the hell. I'm putting everything | havein me
intoit. It1l probably never get published.”

"It'l get published,” he said. "And I'll evenread it. What'sit called?'

| didn't want to tell thetitleat first, but | couldn't very well keep
it asecret too long. "The Dark Game," | said.

"Ah." Bruno nodded. "And it's about?'

"Innocence and evil," | said. | didn't want to talk much about it. The
story for the book was pretty much writing itself, and 1'd discovered
that the less said about awriting project, the more urgent it seemed to
me to writeit. "How's the business?'
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"Same asyesterday,” he said, grinning. " Same as tomorrow."
"MontiLee sl thisplace yet?!

"Three offers, but she said we should turn'em down. She said giveit
another three weeks of summer, and welll get thered offers.”

"Regular entrepreneurswe are,” | said. "Brooke probably wisheswed
just take an offer soon.”

"Brooke never responded,” he said.

"Shell show."



"I'm not sure if she'scoming,” Bruno said.

"Shell behere” | said.

| knew my sister well enough to know that she/d somehow find away back
here for this one gathering. She had, after al, been the center of the

family in waysthat neither Bruno nor | ever could be. Yet, heand | had
chosen to remain on Burnley, despite the past. Brooke had moved on,
going first to the Cape, and then up to Maine, getting work in an art

shop there.

| suppose she aso had reason to never come back.

But the three of us had found some peace together; some middie ground of
friendship that seemed to surpass the bad memories.

Since Bruno and | saw each other fairly regularly in the village, we
just talked about the weather and the ondaught of summer tourists.

| followed Zack and hisfriends down to the duck pond to show them how
to skip rocks.

"You chooseagood flat one" | said. "likethis" | angled it and threw
it in the pond, but it sunk without a skip. "Been too many years,” | said.
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Zack laughed, picked up any old rock he found, and tossed it-the damn
thing skipped three times before sinking.

"Y ou've been practicing,” | told him.

Pretty soon, Jenny and Mike were pretty much just throwing pebblesinto
the duck pond, and the ducks, wisdly, either flew away or skedaddled to
the side of the pond farthest from us.

Jenny found what looked like the torn remnants of an old sheet, with

light green flowersonit. She held it up. " Somebody lost their bed,”
shesad.

"Must be asquatter's” | said.

"What'sthat?' Zack asked.

Jenny made pouty sounds as her brother tugged the sheet away from her.

"'Someone who camps out someplace where nobody notices. They squat,” |
said. Zack gave me afunny look. "It'snot a precise definition,” | added.

"Giveit back!" Jenny protested.



"It'sdirty!" Mike said, flinging the sheet back to hissister. "Take
your o' dirty sheet.”

"It'spretty,” little Jenny said, wrapping it up in her ams. "'I'm gonna
take it home and wash it and cut adress out of it.”

Mike and Zack rolled their eyes, and Jenny ignored them, rolling the
sheet up asif it were some grest treasure.

Zack grabbed my hand and wanted me to lean down so he could whisper
something to me.

"What?' | asked.

"She'shere.”

When hesaid it, | felt that terrible bone chill again, and |
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looked at him asif he were some kind of evil child-for just asecond.
In my head: the memory of the Banshee, her jury, her absolute cold
hatred for us, for any who were a Hawthorn.

But then | looked in the direction he pointed, and it was Brooke, up on
the road. She had gotten alift from Joe Grogan, who waved to usas he
drove away.

| 1eft the kidsto play and trudged up the hillsde.

"You madeit!" | shouted as| reached my sster, and she had asmilethe
likes of which I'd never seen her reved before. It was so widethat it
seemed to want to break away from her face.

She was probably hedthier than I'd ever seen her dso- her facewas no
longer pae, but had arosy glow to it. She wore some heavy silver
bracelets on each wrist, no doubt her method of hiding the thin white
marks left by the cuts. "Guesswhat?' she said, and before | could say
another word, she said, "I'm pregnant.”

"Holy crap,” | said. | grabbed her and hugged her, and felt aswe had as
kids. The good part of kid-dom. Bruno huddled nearby with Polaand Cary,
and he shouted out, "And you look it! Y ou must've put on ten pounds!”

"Atleadt," shesad.
We sat around, chewing on fried chicken and drinking Coke from the can,

and a about six o'clock Bruno began tdlling the kids the history of the
Raglan family-and Brooke and | tuned it out.



Wewent waking ahit.
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"Whoishe?' | asked. "Thisguy."

"A total wastrdl," she said. "He's a poet who aso works on boatsup in
Camden. He does agood business. And he'sareally good poet.”

"Marriagein the picture?'
"Doesit metter?'
"It'sup to thetwo of you, | guess,” | said.

"He wantsto. He's proposed. | don't know. It happened so fast. When |
got out of the hospital in February, well, you know."

"Sure," | said. "Y ou just wanted to get away."

"Asfar aspossible. But | couldn't get out of New England. It'sa
Raglan curse. | met himin March. Hetold meit waslove at first sght
for him. | guess| love him. | mean, | fed likel do. But | don't trust
it

"Thefeding?'

"l just don't. | don't know how many yearsit'll take to undo al this
... well, damage. Isthat theword for it?'

"Sounds right to me."

"Hetold me hed wait."

"He know about the baby?"

"Not yet. | just found out two days ago for sure. Nemo, I'd never talk
about thiswith anyone ese, but | fed comfortable asking you. Do you
think | could ever be amother?'

"What do you mean? Of course you could. Y ou will be."

"I'm not sure" shesaid. "What if it's somekind of mentd illness?
What if what happened to usis...."

"In our blood?’
She heaved asigh, an enormous weight from within.

"Comeon, Brooke."



365

"I'm more worried about the game," she said. "I'm still not sure what it
WmlII

"Thegameisover. Hetaught it to usto control us."

"No," shesaid. "I've thought about it alot. It controlled us. It may
have controlled him, too."

| Sghed. | just wanted to move on. "What our father and mother were has
nothing to do with you now."

Shelet out amocking laugh. "Of courseit does. Of courseit does.
Nemo. It has alot to do with me-and you and Bruno-now."

| realized how dumb I'd been sounding. How we'd dways talked around
each other. How al three of us had to stop it if we were going to reach

out into our own livesinto new families and protect them and ourselves.
"You'reright. It had a profound effect on us. Y ou look like Mom. | look
like Dad. Y ou paint like Mom. Bruno plays music like Mom. I'm as
stubborn as Dad was. But what happened at this house was not about that.
It was about human evil. And maybe about what that |eaves behind. But
it'sgone. It got burned out. None of us gets afucked-up-freelife,

Brooke. Nobody. Even Pola and Cary-maybe nobody went nuts like Dad did,
but everybody gets dammed into the ground by lifein oneway or

another. And | guessthe choiceiswhat we do with it. You canwallow in
that past. Y ou can let thiswonderful guy go, this guy who adoresyou

and writes poetry and fixes boats and puts you and your child first and
who bdlievesin love at first Sght. Y ou can even lose the baby. Y ou can

get it removed, and tell yoursdlf that it'sfor the best, that someone

like you shouldn't bring a child into the world. Or you can makethe
choicethat you will overcomethis. Just like we overcameit
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in childhood. | was thinking about the Brain Fart, Brooke. | was

thinking abouit it, and why it was there, and the only thing | can come

up withis: We are meant to forget. We are meant to put aside childhood.

We are meant to say goodbye to the families we came from, particularly

if they're bad for us. We are meant to move on and create our own

families. That's what none of us had done. We are meant to have aBrain Fart

so that al the bad things don't keep usfrom what life offers. And for

you, lifeis offering what you wanted: afamily. Dad couldn't provide

it, not the way it's supposed to be. He was a murderer, plain and

smple. He butchered our mother. Maybe we can blame the prison camp he
wasin. Maybe we can blame the way hisfather whipped him. Maybe it was
just madness. Something happened here that was terrible. Something
continued to remain here afterward. But it's gone now. It doesn't have
tobeinhere" | said, and | placed my hand near her heart. "It doesn't



haveto live here. Don't makeroom for it."
She glanced at me abit archly. "Y ou've been to a shrink?"

"What, and you haven't?" | laughed. "Oh yeah. Big time. After dl this,
probably for the rest of my natural born days. Y ou want to know what
helped?" | twisted around and pointed back to Polaand Zack. " Those two.
And even the good thingswe had aslads.”

"There were good things?'

"We three had each other. No matter what storm was out there, we had
each other," | said. "And we till do. Now, tell me, you want this baby?*

Her eyes glazed over with tears. "Y es. | want this baby.
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I've wanted ababy for years. And | want him, too. | lovehim. I'm
afradtolovehim. But| do."

"Youneedtotdl him," | sad.
"Nemo?"
"Yeeh?'

"I don't know if I'm out of the woodsyet," she said, adight tremble
to her voice.

"I suspectit'sdl woods," | said. "And nobody's out of 'em.”

| walked with my beautiful Sster back to my beautiful wife (yes, we had
the smdl ceremony in the early spring, just the two of uswith Zack as
both ring bearer and best man, and ajustice of the peace), my brilliant
stepson and hisfriends, and my fabulous brother and his handsome lover,
and for amoment, at twilight, | thought, Thisis pretty damn good. Life
isgreet. Theworld isgood. The universe has some benevolenceto it. We
live our livesin the hour before dark. The dark itsdlf will come- but
there's no need to rush. When that hour passes, perhaps the real game

begins

We broke up the picnic after nine. The sun was on itsway down at last.

The woods were ahaze of green; the smdll of night seaintheair. |

watched Bruno dance with Polaand Jenny as Zack and Mike fought over the
job of degay with the boombox held brought; or Jenny, running aong the
fidds, with her newly found sheet trailing behind her like shewasa
princessin amake-believe world, while Zack and Mike used sticks as
swordsfor knightly duels, while Pola shouted at them that they'd poke

an eye out; Cary went around looking inthe
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rubble of the foundation, now and then calling out that he'd found some
widget or other that was gtill useful; and Brooke and | sat and talked
about what kind of name her baby should have, what name would be agood
Raglan name even if the kid wasn't going to be a Raglan.

Albert Eingtein once said, "There are only two waysto live your life.
Oneisthat nothing isamiracle. The other isasthough everythingisa
miracle”

| tried to convey thisto my sister aswe sat there, haf on the grass,
bitten by mosquitoes, hadf on the quilt, with the last of the longest

day of the year passing over uslike awarm presence.

The door was hersto open.

Asit grew dark, Zack and crew had gone off to play with their sticks
and shests, but when Pola called after him, there was no answer.

"He's probably running around the woods,” | said.

"Held answer," she said. She glanced at me with abrief ook of panic.
"Don't worry," | said. "Héesaround.”

Polaand Bruno and Cary went off to the woods to round up the kids, and
| started walking up to the roadside, carrying the now-trash-filled

cooler with me.

The way the darkness comesin summer on theidand islike atinge of
blackness shimmering at the edge of the tredined sky.
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The smdls of summer were at their height: honeysuckle and lavender and
lilec.

"Zack!" | cdled, and heard the name echoed down below in the woods, as
the otherscdled to him. "Mike! Jenny!"

And then | saw that the door to the smokehouse was open dightly, and |
fet asif my heart were about to stop.

| went over to it, opening the door wide.
Stepped inside.
They stood in aring at its center.

Around their eyes, blindfolds-torn from the sheet that Jenny had picked



up at the duck pond.

Zack had judt finished reciting the nursery rhyme-| heard thelast line
of it.

Here comes a chopper to chop off your head.

| stared at them in silence. | looked around at the stone walls and out
into the night as darkness siwung low around the dopes and trees beyond

the property.
Then back at these children.

| watched Zack. Thislittle boy whose world had been disrupted: his
mother and father divorced, anew man in the house, the memories of that
awful night in December till no doubt immensein hismind.

A world that he didn't choose himsdlf.
Who had taught him?

The Dark Game was an addiction. It wasn't something that could be
stopped just by wanting it to be stopped.

Knowing it wasthere, it got in your blood.
Children were going to play it.

They had begun playing it before dark, and now, with full night around
us, it would take them over. They must have
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heard about it. Zack would know about it, just from listening in on
conversations. Children did that sometimes, and adults never redly
thought they were listening so carefully.

Zack looked the way | must've looked at his age. Blindfold on, saying
what seemed like unintdlligible words.

For the barest second, | thought that perhaps this was wholly innocent.
That it was my own experience, and my own perception that colored my
intense negative reaction to watching children play the Dark Game. That
we three-Bruno, Brooke, and I-and perhaps even our father-had twisted it
with the terrible traumawe'd gone through together. With watching our
mother be brutaly tortured and murdered. With whatever my father had
experienced in those POW camps when held been in histwenties.

It was us. No one else. Not other children. Surely.

"Zack?' | findly sad, il reding ingdefrom theinitia shock.



"Zack?' | took astep forward, and then another.
The hairs on the back of my neck stood up. My throat went dry.
| felt acrackle of static dectricity intheair.

When | reached him, | crouched down and put my hand on his shoulder. The
other children's bresthing seemed labored and heavy.

Asgently as| could, | tried to wake him.

To bring him out of the game.

But in hismind, held dready gone e sewhere.
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The house looks so normd. Just acharming homein asmall town-perfect
for ayoung couple starting out together. But this house was built on

the Site of an unspeakabl e series of murders, butchery so savage that

the brick walls of the basement seemed to flow with blood. Tony wasjust
aboy then but he stood and watched as the notorious house was
demolished. Now he'saman. and he's brought his beautiful young wife
with himto livein the new house built on the site, without telling her

of itshideous secret. Still the nightmares cometo her. visons of

horror, suffering and perversion, drawing her down to the basement, to a
dank tunnd that lies beyond awall. What cdlsto her from insdethe
tunndl? What waitsin the darkness to be unleashed?
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Three apparent suicides by coeds at the same university seem tragic, but
not particularly frightening-until the police receive amysterious

letter claming responsibility for the deaths. Suddenly the police and

the university find themsalves caught up in adeadly game of
cat-and-mouse asthey try to stop the killer before another innocent
victimdies.

Shanichawas born bad. She was born with no compassion, no remorse.. . .
completely heartless. She's become abrilliant puppet-master who plants
the seeds of destruction, then sits back to watch the evil she has

wrought. To Shanicha, other people are merdly pawnsin her crud game

... agame she playsto chilling perfection.
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It was the summer of 1965. Ray, Tim and Jennifer were just three teenage
friends hanging out in the campgrounds, drinking alittle. But Tim and
Jennifer didn't know whét their friend Ray had in mind. And if they'd
known they wouldn't have thought he was serious. Then they saw what he
did to the two girls a the neighboring campsite-and knew he was dead
serious.

Four years later, the Sixties are drawing to a close. No one ever
charged Ray with the murdersin the campgrounds, but thereis one cop
determined to make him pay. Ray figuresheisin theclear. Tim and
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Jennifer think the worst is behind them, that the horrorsare dl inthe
past. They arewrong. Theworst isyet to come.
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Fansand criticsadike hailed Jack Ketchum's previous novel, The Log,

for its power, itsthrillsand its gripping style, and recognized

Ketchum as amaster of suspense. Now Jack Ketchum is back to frighten us
aganwith ... Red. It dl sartswith asmple act of brutality. Three

boys shoot and kill an old man's dog. No reason, just plain meanness.

But the dog was the best thing in the old man'sworld, and heisn't

about to let theincident pass. He wantsjustice, and hell make sure

the kids pay for what they did. They picked the wrong old man to mess
with. And asthe fury and violence escalate, they're about to learn

that... the hard way.
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