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			Prologue

			Groveville Country Club

			Saturday Morning

			May 14, 2016

			The entrance to the property was not altered in any noticeable way. Only a drainage ditch was added on both sides to help limit the winter’s melting snow from running onto the graveled roadway leading to the core of the property. The trees and thick underbrush remained unchanged, giving the property a natural appearance. The end of the half-mile road, however, was drastically altered to build an eighteen-hole golf course and country club. The transformation was nearing its completion. Only the clubhouse needed to be completed. 

			Stanton Crosby stood proudly on a grassy knoll that gradually sloped down toward a small oval-shaped pond, about an acre in size. He watched the thin veil of fog hovering over the pond dissipate as the morning sun ate away at the smoky mist. At the pond’s edge, he clearly saw the glowing florescent-orange baseball cap the heavyset excavator wore as he sat at the controls of a large front-end loader. The man was scooping out buckets full of heavy sludge to make the pond more elongated than oval. 

			Beyond the pond, up the far side where the glaring sun rose above the tall evergreens and shorter hardwoods, Stanton saw the immense green fairway flow like a river down toward the changing pond. He visualized a foursome cresting the slope on the eighteenth fairway, two to a cart, bearing down toward the plush eighteenth green on the other side of the pond. 

			Looking beyond the eighteenth green, farther up on the back slope, stood the wooden framework of the elaborate clubhouse taking shape. Inside the framed building, purposely positioned in the center to overlook the eighteenth green, Stanton noticed the framing for the dining hall’s four doublewide picture windows overlooking the fairways. Upstairs, directly above the dining hall, he pictured his office. A much different office than the one he worked in now. This office would be peaceful with a scenic view, not hectic with emergencies. 

			Stanton’s passion, besides healing the sick, was golfing and owning a piece of paradise. He hoped his son had a similar interest, but so far, in his son’s brief existence on earth, he showed no interest in either. The time will come, he supposed, and someday his son will inherit his dream.

			“I know it doesn’t look like much now, Simon, but you have to imagine what the clubhouse will look like when it’s completed to appreciate it,” Stanton Crosby told his son as he pointed toward the wooden skeleton structure. He then let his soft, unlabored hand drop atop his son’s recently cut blond hair, rubbing the coarse hairs like he was soothing away pain. “We’re going to have a long veranda, stretching along the whole length of the clubhouse, where club members can sit outside and have lunch or just sip on a couple of cocktails while watching the golfers finishing up on the last hole,” Stanton excitedly said as he lifted his hand across the horizon to emphasize the length. 

			“And see, over there,” he said, pointing further up the slope, “tennis courts. And next to the courts, we’re building an Olympic size pool next year, with maybe a diving board, I haven’t decided yet. What do you say to that, Simon? I know you like swimming.”

			* * *

			Simon Crosby did like to swim, and the idea of swimming in a much larger pool than the one in their own backyard would seem exciting if he were paying attention to his father’s elaborate details of what the future of the country club would look like. At the moment, however, he was no longer looking where his father was pointing or even listening. He was more interested in the activity down by the pond than trying to imagine what the clubhouse and the added features, like the swimming pool, would look like after its completion. What did he care about a gigantic white building with older folks sitting around sipping on cocktails? He was only seven and more interested in fishing in the pond. His father told him the pond was full of large trout, as large as two feet long, which was slightly exaggerated. There were trout in the pond, but the largest of the fish were closer to one foot in length.

			“What’s going on down by the pond, Dad?” Simon inquisitively asked his father. The sunlight was beginning to bounce off the water, making it harder to see what they were doing down at the pond. Simon could see several men running over to the front-end loader, where the big scoop dumped a bucket full of sludge, adding to the pile. 

			* * *

			Stanton Crosby was also perplexed at seeing all the sudden commotion down by the pond. Something did not look right to him. From his distance, he could hear loud shouts but could not determine what they were shouting about. The conspicuous activity made him feel slightly nervous. So far, nothing had gone wrong with the project, and he hoped it would continue progressing smoothly.

			“I’m not sure, but it looks like they found something interesting down there. Let’s take a walk down and see what all the excitement is about.”

			As Stanton and his son walked down the grassy slope toward the pond, the man running the front-end loader jumped down and began waving to get Stanton’s attention, which caused Stanton and his son to hasten their pace. 

			“Doctor Cosby! Hey, Doctor Crosby, you’ve got to see this,” Bruce Doiron shouted, waving his fluorescent-orange cap high about his balding head to get Stanton’s attention.

			“What is it, Bruce?” Stanton asked, not realizing he was holding his breath in anticipation.

			“I’m not sure exactly,” Bruce answered, as he held up a muddied, whitish-bronzed object for Stanton to see, which was almost a foot long and slightly a little less than a half-inch in diameter. “It looks like some kind of a bone, maybe from an animal, I suspect.” He continued venturing an uneducated guess, and then after unconsciously scratching the bald spot on the top of his head to think about it, he added. “But I’m not so sure.”

			Being a surgeon, Stanton Crosby knew what Bruce Doiron was holding in a hand large enough to palm a basketball, and it did not come from any animal. It was a human femur bone, the large bone between the hipbone and knee.

			“Let me see that,” Stanton demanded as he grabbed the bone from the excavator, a man who knew a lot about what lay below the earth’s surface and nothing about the human anatomy. 

			As Stanton was wiping off the mud and twisting the smooth bone around for a better examination, making sure it was what he presumed it to be, one of the hired workers noticed another partially exposed object sticking out of the same pile of sludge where they found the femur bone. Not wanting to pick it up himself, the worker nudged Bruce to look at his find.

			“Hey, Doc, there’s another one over here,” Bruce said as he pulled the bone from the pile to show the Doctor.

			Stanton walked over to where he stood and, after looking around, noticed other bones of varied sizes mixed in a pile. He curiously pulled one of the bones from the sludge pile and held it in both hands between his fingers and thumbs like he was holding a barbequed spare rib. The thin bone was shaped like a ruler, only shorter and slightly warped.

			“Rib bone, and it’s definitely human, I’m afraid. Looking at the size of this and the one you’re holding, I’m sad to say they had to have come from a child, a very young child,” Stanton despondently said, looking down at Simon, who was leaning against him, holding tight onto his father’s leg.

			Bruce dropped the bone he was holding on the ground when hearing it was from a human being. There was something about touching a human bone that repelled people, and Bruce Doiron was one of those. Worms and crawling insects he could tolerate, but he drew the line on touching human remains.

			“How do you suppose they ended up in the pond?” One worker asked, but the only response was the assorted mumblings from his co-workers. Each had their own theory, with basically all the theories adding up to the same vicious conclusion.

			Stanton paused, thinking about what reason anyone would have to deposit human remains in, or even near, a pond. It surely was not a gravesite, being too close to water. The only explanation he could logically conceive was what the others were thinking, the body was dumped there. How long the body had been there, he had no clue, and he could not recall hearing of any child reported missing in the twelve years he lived in the area. 

			As Stanton began to pull out more of the bones from the pile of sludge, he suddenly became aware there were too many of the same type to have come from only one body. It was a sad realization, but he now knew all the bones were those of young children.

			“You think I dug up a gravesite, Doc?” Bruce wondered as he pulled on his bushy beard.

			Stanton looked up the hill at the builders hammering away on his future and then glanced at the pond. The pond looked serene, with the light morning breeze rattling the thin leaves of the poplar trees surrounding the backside of the pond. The pond itself was covered with green lily pads, with beautiful white and pink flowers sprouting from them. Below, he thought he spotted a fish swim by – a long, plump one.

			“More like a murder site. These bodies were dumped here.” 

		

	
		
			Part One

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Saturday Morning 

			May 12, 1989

			Kyle Bryant could not have conjured up a more perfect day for the outdoor activity he planned for his best friend, Amanda. If it rained or was just spitefully cold, he knew he would have to postpone the event until a better day because he was sure Amanda would change her mind about going with him, as girls her age were too delicate to subject themselves to unfavorable conditions. Fortunately for him, the morning turned out pleasantly warm and sunny, with only a few high cumulus clouds to enhance the bold blue sky. 

			Kyle was anxious to start the day. He hardly slept a wink the night before, thinking about fishing with Amanda. So, he quickly finished his breakfast of cornflakes and orange juice and rushed out the backdoor without saying goodbye to his mother, who, by the sounds of her giggles, he knew was having an amusing conversation with a friend on the telephone and would not notice his departure even if he had acknowledged he was leaving. Normally, Kyle would eavesdrop on his mother’s phone conversations, trying to figure out whom she was talking to, but today he had no time for snooping. He had something else on his young mind.

			On his way out the door, Kyle grabbed the two fishing poles he purposely left leaning against the back porch railing and the small plastic container of night crawlers he had gathered from the lawn in the backyard the night before. He then walked around to the front of the house and carefully placed the items on the lawn next to his red bicycle, and hastily sprinted across the street toward Amanda’s house. On the narrow side door, he lightly knocked once and quickly entered the house before anyone inside could answer.

			Inside, he found Amanda’s mother, Janelle Prescott, quietly sitting at the kitchen table, sipping a cup of lukewarm coffee and reading the morning newspaper.

			“Kyle, I see you’re up early this morning. Amanda hasn’t even come downstairs yet. So, you kids have something planned today I’m not aware of?” She asked with a knowing smile, having already given Amanda her approval, though she still had reservations about allowing Amanda to run off to an unknown fishing pond.

			Kyle took a couple of anxious breaths while looking around the kitchen for Amanda. There was only one thing on his mind, and he had not heard Mrs. Prescott tell him Amanda hadn’t come down from upstairs. He expected to see her sitting at the table in her usual chair opposite her mother’s, but her chair was vacant.

			“Why don’t you take a seat while you’re waiting. Amanda will be down in a couple of minutes. I only just call her down.”

			“It’s her birthday. I thought she’d be up early today.”

			“Yes, it is. My sweet little girl is turning thirteen today. My, how time flies by. It seems like only yesterday I was cradling her in my arms.” 

			* * *

			Mrs. Prescott focused her stare off toward the living room, remembering sitting in the rocking chair, gently rocking her baby daughter in her arms. She was adorable, with soft golden curly hair and chubby pink cheeks. Now, in what seemed too brief of a time, her daughter had changed. Her soft golden curls turned to a light-brown color, which she wore long and flipped at the ends, and her once chubby pink cheeks, thinned, matched her gangly body. She tried to picture an older Amanda, how she might look like a young adult woman, but she couldn’t. She could only picture Amanda with the face she wore last night when she said goodnight and skipped up the stairs to her bedroom.

			Mrs. Prescott glanced at Kyle squirming in the chair across from her. Even though they were about the same age, he looked much younger than her daughter, too young to be hanging out together, but she knew girls matured faster than boys; therefore, she accepted their friendship. “And don’t you have a birthday coming up soon?”

			Kyle briefly smiled at the mention of his upcoming birthday, then slightly nodded his head. “Yup, in five days. Amanda is five days older than me. Then we’ll both be teenagers.”

			When Amanda appeared in the doorway, Mrs. Prescott stared for a moment at her young daughter, thinking how quickly she had grown up. Standing there, smiling as bright as the morning sun, she seemed only two heads shy of reaching the curved archway. It was hard for her to believe her daughter was now a teenager. The thought of someday she would be gone from the house, out on her own, entered her mind for a split second. She felt her heart jump a beat.

			“Hi, Mom,” Amanda said, then pulled her chair out from under the table and joined them.

			“Hey, my birthday girl. Happy birthday,” Mrs. Prescott managed to say without showing her true emotion creeping inside her.

			“Thanks, Mom. Hi, Kyle.”

			“Happy birthday Amanda. Ready to go?” Kyle said, rising from the table.

			“Sit back down, young man. Amanda has to have breakfast first. She may be a teenager, but she’s still a growing girl and needs her protein like everyone else,” Mrs. Prescott informed Kyle. 

			Kyle shrugged, then reluctantly sat back down and watched Amanda eat her cereal, willing her to eat faster.

			After she finished and before Kyle and Amanda walked out the kitchen door Mrs. Prescott had a stern warning for Kyle. 

			“Now, you listen to me, young man. I want you to watch out for Amanda and make sure she’s home by noon, in time for lunch. Not one second later,” she told him, wagging her pointed finger inches from his complex expression. She then went to the window and watched Amanda and Kyle jump on their bicycles and pedal up the road, then waited until her daughter’s red shirt faded in the haze of the morning’s sunlight. 

			She told herself not to worry. Amanda would be home before she knew it, and the two of them would spend the rest of the day together. She then busied herself with meaningless overdone household chores to make the time go by faster. Across the street, she could easily see the Bryant home and wondered if Kyle’s mother had the same worries about her son being away from the house on his own as she did about her daughter. Kyle’s mother, however, never knew about the planned fishing trip, and if she did, she would have put her foot down hard. There was no way she would have let him anywhere near the pond he was heading for.

			* * *

			For over a week, Kyle wrestled with himself, trying to come up with the perfect birthday present for Amanda. He saved some money from his allowances, enough to buy a descent present for Amanda, but he was planning to spend the money on himself to purchase a new fishing pole he had his eye on down at the local hardware store. It was while dreaming about the new pole he suddenly got the idea for a birthday present for Amanda. He knew Amanda had never been fishing before, or she would have mentioned it to him when he told her about his fishing expertise. He was also sure she’d be thrilled about going to ‘His’ secret trout pond, which she was when she told Kyle she’d be happy to go fishing on her birthday, wondering what it would be like to catch a fish using a squiggly worm for bait.

			Although Kyle’s secret fishing hole had plenty of fish, the location was not very desirable. In fact, it was probably in the least desirable location in the county. Kyle only learned about the fishing hole a year earlier when he overheard his older brother, Jimmy, tell a friend about a pond in the woods behind the old farmhouse on Osborne Road. He heard Jimmy mention the pond was full of large trout because no one ever fished it in fear of being anywhere near the old, haunted farmhouse and the farmer who disappeared after murdering his family by chopping their heads off with an axe. Kyle heard the gruesome story himself, where anyone caught trespassing on the property would have his or her head chopped off by the deranged farmer. The most gruesome death Kyle thought imaginable.

			Even though Kyle was a little skeptic about the farmhouse being haunted, he still believed the farmer was hiding somewhere inside the farmhouse. But he also believed if he stayed a good distance away from the farmhouse, he would be safe from the clutches of the farmer. So, after hearing about the pond, Kyle bravely ventured out to the Osborne property on the very first sunny day after school let out for the summer vacation, which was three anxious days later after the late-spring rains subsided. Kyle rode his bicycle down the long-graveled road leading to the Osborne farm in search of the elusive pond. After searching for most of the afternoon with no luck and feeling disappointed and very hungry, Kyle decided to forget the whole idea and headed toward home. But to his surprise, when he least expected his luck to change, he noticed a path partially covered over by tall grass and shrub brush angling off into the tall pines. 

			After leaving his bicycle on the dirt road, not thinking about the possibility of someone coming along to steal it, Kyle walked the length of the path, pushing away low tree branches and hopping over mud puddles left from the recent rains, until he came upon a pond. The pond was picturesque, with white and pink flowers sprouting from green lily pads floating on the top of the dark water. 

			Was this the pond he overheard Jimmy talking about? Kyle wondered. After all, it was rather small, smaller than any pond he had fished before. It was so small he felt he could almost throw a rock to the other side, but the pond looked deep, so he imagined it was also deep enough for fish to swim in and figured it must be the pond he had heard about.

			The next day Kyle rode his bicycle back to the pond, lugging his fishing pole and container of worms with him. When he settled himself along the bank near a large fallen log, he proceeded to ready his fishing pole by baiting his hook with a slimy night crawler. After securing the worm, he carefully cast the line into the murky water so as not to get the line tangled in the tree branches hanging low over the edges of the pond and watched the squirming worm disappear into the dark abyss. He then anxiously sat on the log and waited for the fish to take the bait. Within minutes, his line tightened, and his pole bent in a steep arc. After a couple of minutes of playing with the fish, reeling and pulling on the pole carefully upward and sideways so as not to lose him, Kyle landed his first fish of the day – a good size trout with a frowning mouth and sad-looking eyes. 

			He tried his best to gently yank the hook out of the fish’s mouth without hurting it too much, but his small fingers failed him, and he accidentally ripped the lower jaw completely off. Kyle felt sorry for the fish, as he often did whenever he held the innocent creatures in his hand seeing their sad droopy eyes staring back at him, but he felt more sympathy for this fish when he closely began to examine the bloody jaw hanging from the hook and wondered if the fish was in any pain. Nevertheless, he figured the fish was meant to be caught and eaten, or they would not have invented fishing poles, so with that in mind, he tossed the fish in the plastic bag he brought from home and did not give the matter another thought.

			On his way home, after catching several more fish, Kyle decided to keep the pond a secret and lie to his mother about where he caught his bounty, but when he got home and was confronted with where he caught the fish, he gave in. He told his mother the truth. She was furious with him for going up there without telling her and was even more furious he went by himself. He had not been back to the pond since. Not until today when he brought his next-door neighbor and best friend Amanda with him.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Saturday Morning 

			May 12, 1989

			The road to the Osborne farm was approximately two miles from Kyle and Amanda’s neighborhood. After crossing the narrow wooden bridge, spanning Miller’s creek, they turned left onto the Old County Road and then pedaled their red bicycles up the steep hill. From there, they rode a short distance and then took a sharp right onto the graveled Osborne Road. The rain-rutted road was about half-mile in to reach the fishing pond for which they were heading. The road also led them past a century-old family cemetery. 

			The previous two times Kyle ventured down the road, he rode right past the cemetery with only a slight glance in that direction. The creepy-looking cemetery seemed eerie to him, being alone and knowing there were bodies buried beneath the stones, skeletons by now. He also felt a chill each time he rode his bicycle past the cemetery and suspected it was because the area was shaded by tall, thick pines. To make his experience seem worse, he also imagined the old farmer, who was suspected of murdering his family, was lurking somewhere nearby. Maybe even hiding behind one of the gravestones, and if he were, most likely one of the taller ones where the shadows grew long. 

			When Amanda spied the cemetery, she steered her bicycle to stop before yelling for Kyle to stop as well. It was something she just could not pass up without at least taking a look.

			“Hey Kyle, look at this. It’s an old cemetery. Let’s go check it out.”

			Kyle skidded his bicycle to a stop and looked back over his shoulder. “No, that’s a cemetery. I don’t want to go in there. Let’s get going. The pond is just up the road a way.”

			“I know it’s a cemetery. I just said it. What, are you too scared to go in a cemetery? Are you afraid of the dead? Scaredy-cat.”

			“No, I’m not scared, and don’t call me a scaredy-cat.”

			“So, then, why don’t you want to check it out? Nobody’s going to attack you. They only come out at night.” Amanda laughed and then set her bicycle down on the road along with the fishing pole she had been awkwardly holding in one hand. She then walked up a stone path toward the cemetery. 

			“Are you coming?” she asked, looking back at Kyle.

			Kyle hesitated and nervously looked up the road, focusing on an area opposite the farmhouse. He could visualize the pond, which lay hidden in woods down a narrow path not far beyond the old farmhouse. The pond looked the same as when he last saw it, pristine and full of fish. He could almost smell the stagnant musty water, a satisfying smell for boys of his age savored. He then turned and noticed Amanda leaning with her hand against the wooden gate, swinging it back and forth teasingly. She had a smug look, and Kyle knew he had to follow her into the cemetery, or he would be labeled a coward for the rest of his life.

			“I’m coming,” he reluctantly mumbled, dropping his bicycle and fishing pole down next to hers, and then, with a slow, deliberate walk, he made his way to where Amanda was anxiously waiting.

			Amanda swung the gate open for him to pass through first, but Kyle hesitated. “You go first. I’ll follow.”

			“What a wimp you are,” she said, amusingly shaking her head. “I just want to see the gravestones, that’s all. Take a quick look around, and then we can leave. I’ve never seen gravestones this old before, and I think it will be interesting.”

			“I’m not a wimp. I just wanted to get to the pond … best fishing is now.”

			“What, fish only feast in the morning?”

			“Well, that’s what I heard anyway, and that’s when I catch the most fish.”

			Once inside the boundaries of the fenced-in cemetery, Amanda knelt on both knees, sitting comfortably on her haunches next to the nearest gravestone, taking in the brief history of the person who was laid to rest beneath her. She rubbed her index finger over the engraved dates and the name of the person buried there, reading them out loud. 

			“It says here the person was born on June 12, 1844, and died on January 4, 1888. My gosh, she was only in her forties when she died. Her name was Vivian Osborne, wife of John Osborne. I guess they didn’t live very long back in the old days.”

			“They probably didn’t have good food to eat back then. They didn’t have a MacDonald’s,” Kyle honestly answered.

			“No kidding, you’re a genius. You know that Kyle, a real genius.”

			“Well, what I meant was, it must take a lot of energy out of you to have to do all the work cooking every day. I know my mother gets angry sometimes when she has to cook at home.”

			Amanda looked up at her younger friend, who was hovering over her, not wanting to get close to the dead. 

			“That’s true, having to grow their own food and all other chores, but I think the reason they died younger back then was because they didn’t have the luxury of all the medicines we have today. Hey, look at this guy,” she said, looking at the next gravestone over. “This must be Vivian’s husband. John David Osborne. Oh yes, says right here, husband of Vivian Osborne. He was born in 1836 and died in 1868. He was only thirty-two, says he was a civil war veteran.” 

			“Amanda, can we go now?” Kyle anxiously asked.

			“Wait a minute, I want to look at those gravestones over there,” Amanda said, pointing toward the back of the cemetery. “They look newer than these. I want to check out the dates when they died.” 

			Amanda walked over to the back of the cemetery and looked down at the six gravestones, which were spread out evenly in a row. The gravestones were much shorter than the others and had a dark gray color to them, whereas the others were a washed whitish gray with dark streaks of dirt where the stones cracked. 

			“Another Osborne. Must be a whole family of Osbornes here. This woman was Ellie Osborne, born May 4, in 1944, and died January 12, 1967. Let’s see, that would make her twenty-three. No, wait, twenty-two… gosh, she was only twenty-two when she died, and not that long ago. I wonder what she died of.” 

			“Probably got killed in that haunted farmhouse over there,” Kyle said, pointing through the sparse woods at an old, dilapidated farmhouse. The paint on the farmhouse had peeled and washed away from all the neglected years of sitting under bright summer suns and harsh winter weather. All that remained now of the exterior were warped, brittle clapboards and broken windows. From his view, standing in the cemetery, the farmhouse looked like a warning, even in daylight.

			Amanda had never seen the old Osborne farmhouse before and had only heard stories about the place of how the farmer brutally murdered his whole family and then mysteriously disappeared, never to be seen again. It was the same story Kyle had heard and the same story almost everyone else, who also lived in the small town of Groveville, had heard. 

			“I guess that’s the old Osborne farmhouse?” she asked, knowing it had to be.

			“Yup, that’s it. Pretty weird looking, ain’t it,” Kyle said with familiarity, having seen the place twice before. 

			A wisp of wind blew through the trees, eerily fluttering the green golden-tipped leaves on the slender poplar trees that sprouted sporadically throughout the woods. Feeling the light breeze against her face, Amanda turned her back to the farmhouse, avoiding what one could conceive of as a warning. “Not so bad. The farmhouse just needs to be fixed up a bit.”

			She then inquisitively walked past the other five gravestones taking in the names and the dates engraved in the stones. She realized, by the dates on the stones, the people buried six feet beneath the grassy surface were all young, very young, and it gave her an awful feeling in her stomach. She roughly calculated the dates on three of the stones, figuring their ages to be between three and five years of age, and then suddenly realized they had all died on the same day, January 12, 1967.

			“Kyle, this is weird. They all died on the same day. Look at these three gravestones, January 12, 1967. And over here, these two also have the same date,” Amanda excitingly said, pointing at the last two gravestones.

			Kyle looked at the gravestones, studying the dates with shifting eyes as he suddenly remembered the story about the Osborne farmhouse where the family living there was gruesomely murdered back in the 1960s.

			“Gee, they must be the ones that were all killed in the farmhouse. I didn’t know they were buried here. This is spooky. Let’s get out of here.”

			“What a wuss you are. They’re all dead. They ain’t going to hurt you.”

			“I know. I just want to get out of here. Let’s go fishing.”

			“Okay, scaredy-cat, let’s go find this great fishing hole you’ve been so anxious to show me. 

			* * *

			Back on their bicycles, slowly pedaling toward their destination, which lay peacefully in the quiet woods across from the farmhouse, Amanda could not take her eyes off the old place. She was intrigued at the sight of it but also felt sad for the farmhouse. To her, the house looked like it was dying, and there was no one to take care of it. She could clearly see the broken windows in the sunlight glistening – broken panes of glass sticking out of their wooden frames, which looked like the breath of life was escaping from within. The aged clapboards, she noticed, were pulling away from the building, curled like witches’ fingers, and all around the building, tall stringy bushes grew like hair growing on a dead body’s scalp. The building leaned, and she felt one big gust of wind could blow the place to the ground. 

			Amanda noticed the barn connected to the farmhouse was in the same sad rundown condition as the main house or in worse shape. She also noticed the door to the barn was wide open, and to Amanda, it was too inviting to pass up a look inside. Without saying anything to Kyle, she rode past where he had stopped and steered her bicycle onto the grassed-over driveway. 

			“Come on, Kyle, let’s check this out,” she yelled back.

			Kyle twisted around and saw Amanda pedaling up the driveway toward the barn, and seeing the open door, he realized she was heading straight for it. “Are you crazy? The old farmer might be in there. He’ll chop our heads off.”

			“It will only take a minute, come on. I want to peek inside.”

			“No, your mother said I was responsible for you. I don’t want to get into trouble.”

			Amanda stopped her bicycle, placing one foot on the ground with the other foot on the pedal, ready to resume her quest, and looked over her shoulder at Kyle. He was standing at the edge of the road, near a stand of tall grass, with his small-sized bicycle wedged between his legs holding his fishing pole in one hand and his other hand on his hip, demonstrating his newly acquired authority. 

			Seeing his determination, Amanda reluctantly turned her bicycle around and slowly started back down the driveway. “Okay, Kyle, let’s go fishing. I wouldn’t want you to get in trouble with my mother. She might hang you with your fishing line if you disobeyed her.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Saturday Morning 

			May 12, 1989

			When Candi Bryant finally hung up the phone in the living room, gently replacing the receiver in the cradle with a satisfied smile, she strolled into the kitchen expecting to see Kyle still planted at the kitchen table eating his breakfast, but all she found was his empty cereal bowl and juice glass. Candi then walked out to the back porch and peeked out through the screen door to see if he was there. She figured he was probably tossing a baseball off the garage roof playing catch by himself, or just idling bored on the old tire swing the boys strung up in the large oak tree several years ago like he had yesterday when the light drizzle dampened the ground but not enough to keep him indoors. But that was yesterday. Today there was no sign of her youngest son. 

			The only thing Candi noticed in the backyard, besides the lounge chair on the brick patio she was planning on relaxing in later for the purpose of tanning, was his red bicycle was gone. Remembering he sometimes left his bicycle in the front yard, against her weak protest, Candi went back to the living room and looked out the front window and noticed his bicycle was not there either. She then looked across the street toward Prescott’s house, hoping to spot it there, but she only saw Janelle Prescott’s silver Vega sitting in the driveway. Kyle’s bicycle was not there either.

			Candi was not worried Kyle was nowhere to be seen. She was only disappointed she had not talked to him before he left to find out his plans for the day. She did not think she had been on the phone for very long, but she realized she must have been. She had been chatting with her hairstylist, and the conversation went on much longer than necessary to make an appointment for that morning. Candi mentioned she wanted a trim and patchwork the dark roots, for she was planning to go out on the town with her girlfriends, which was really a cover-up for deceiving her husband. She was planning on going out alone and hopefully running into the same guy she had met the last time she told her husband she was going out with the ‘Girls.’ With that said, her hairstylist had to know which tavern they were going to. Maybe she would run into her as she was expecting to go out with her new boyfriend and show him off. Candi had to know all about him, and when her hairstylist finally finished describing how wonderful her new boyfriend was, Kyle was long gone and already pedaling his bicycle toward the Osborne farm road. 

			Now, the house was quiet with her eldest son, Jimmy, off on a weekend camping trip, having left the previous day and would be gone until late Sunday afternoon. Her husband, Fred, was also gone. He left early that morning to get an early start. Being a salesman on the road meant long days, and for Fred Bryant, Saturday was his longest and most profitable, so Candi didn’t expect him home until before dark. 

			And now, with Kyle gone, for who knew how long, she had the house to herself, just like during the school year when the boys were in school, and Fred was off making money. Candi spent the first few hours picking up the house and freshened herself up with a lukewarm shower, then dressed in a pair of tight-fitting jeans and an attractive low-cut short-sleeve pullover, her favorite, the one with a colorful floral design weaved across the chest. Bringing the flowers to full bloom.

			After checking her face in the rearview mirror, a second time, she then drove to Denton and spent the next two hours in the beauty shop, having her hair trimmed and touching up the roots with her usual platinum-blonde dye. While her hair was drying, she had Kristen, her favorite hairstylist, apply red nail polish to her long fake nails. Candi enjoyed her time in the parlor. It gave her a chance to hear all the gossip and also time to add her own, which amounted more to bragging than gossiping. 

			“Anything exciting planned for today before sneaking off with the girls tonight?” Kristen asked while applying a coat of nail polish to one of Candi’s fingers.

			“I’m not sneaking off, Fred knows. But no, I don’t really have anything to do today. With the boys gone, I’ll have the whole day to myself, so I guess I’ll just lie around on the patio and catch up on some reading.”

			“That sounds boring.”

			“Maybe for someone like you, being young and unattached, lying in the backyard sounds boring. But if you were married with kids like I am, just an afternoon of relaxation is like heaven.”

			“You can’t be that much older than I am, and you look great for your age.”

			“Okay, Kristen, let’s not talk about ages. So, you have a new boyfriend. What happened to your last boyfriend, the one I saw you arguing with the last time I was in here?”

			“Oh, you mean Malcolm. No, I haven’t seen him in a long time, at least a couple of months.”

			“Has it been that long since I’ve last been in here?”

			“Yeah, I’m thinking it was at least a couple of months ago,” Kristen answered, thinking it was early spring, a time when most people had hopes of finding new love when she dumped Malcolm.

			“He seemed like a nice guy. What happened?” Candi said, trying to picture Malcolm standing dejectedly outside the beauty parlor. She remembered smiling at Kristen as she walked by the two arguing, giving her a triumphant boost of encouragement and remembered the sad, grim expression on the young man’s face, but his full face she could not conjure up. 

			“Malcolm was just the wrong guy for me. He never had any money, and he spent all day long with his loser buddies down at the pool hall. And another thing, he had no ambition at all. He didn’t have any interest in pursuing a better life. Bottom line, he was a total loser, just like the losers he hung around with. Besides that, he was kind of weird.”

			“Weird, like how?”

			“Oh, I don’t know. It’s hard to explain. I guess maybe it was the things he said that spooked me. Things like when he was in juvy.”

			“Juvy?”

			“Yeah, the Juvenal Detention center over in Hancock. Anyway, he said some weird stuff that I didn’t like. But anyway, he’s out of my life now. I have a new man in my life, Justin. I can’t wait till you meet him. Maybe we’ll run into each other tonight.”

			“Maybe.”

			On her drive home, Candi thought about the lounge chair, picturing herself cozying up in the chair with the new Stephen King novel she purchased the previous day at the quaint little bookstore in Groveville. With a thick layer of suntan lotion splashed evenly over her winter-white body, she would relax in the backyard and wait till Kyle came home hungry, which, with the nice day, she suspected wouldn’t be until mid-afternoon at the earliest. When he did finally find his way home, he would be mighty hungry and eat half the contents in the refrigerator.

			But the image Candi had of herself bathing in the hot sunlight dissolved in a flash when she pulled into her driveway. In the rearview mirror, when she attempted another look at her updated hairstyle, she spied Janelle Prescott storming across the street toward her house. Janelle was moving so fast that Candi had not even had the opportunity to open her door to greet the woman when she noticed her neighbor standing next to the vehicle with her arms folded under her small breast. 

			The angry look on Janelle’s face gave Candi pause, and she wondered what possible reason there could be for her alarming expression. Her only thought was something had happened to Kyle since he most likely was with Janelle’s daughter, Amanda. But she quickly dismissed that notion when she determined Janelle’s expression was more frustrating in nature than a concerning one. Now she was thinking Kyle had only done something to irritate Janelle, and she was here to complain about his impolite manner, which she’d take up with Kyle after Janelle left to tend to her own household, which she knew only consisted of two.

			Before hearing Janelle’s complaint, or whatever it was she brought across the street with her, Candi politely invited Janelle into the house for a glass of lemonade. The invite was meant as a neighborly gesture, but her intent was to settle the woman down. After all, Kyle was still a child, not a grown adult. One couldn’t expect him, or any child, to behave all the time. 

			She only knew Janelle through their brief conversations during the several years living across the street from each other and the few snippets from Janelle’s daughter, Amanda, when she came over to the house to hang out with Kyle. But those times were few as Kyle spent most of the time at Amanda’s house than with her at his own house. What she knew of Janelle was that her husband died a few years ago, and she had to raise her daughter as a single parent, and Candi felt she was doing a great job raising her.

			Janelle quickly refused the offer of lemonade, saying her concerns about Amanda’s whereabouts were more urgent than wasting time sitting around sipping lemonade and demanded to know where Kyle had taken her daughter fishing. Candi had no idea Kyle had gone off fishing and shrugged a questioning look.

			“What’s that look for? You don’t know where your son has run off to?” Janelle rudely asked. 

			Still baffled as to why Janelle seemed agitated at her son and not at her own daughter, Candi’s only response was to support her son. 

			“No. He’s old enough to go off on his own. I do like to know where he’s going, but I also trust his judgment,” Candi said defiantly, thinking the woman she hardly knew was now showing her true colors as it showed in her heated face.

			“He said he was taking Amanda to some ‘secret’ fishing pond for her birthday and promised he’d bring her home before noon. It’s now well past one, and they haven’t come back yet.”

			“Oh, he did, huh? Well, I wouldn’t worry too much about them. Kyle’s pretty good about keeping his word. I suspect they’ll be home soon.” Candi smiled, trying to calm her neighbor down a bit with words of encouragement. She suspected Kyle most likely took Amanda down to the creek on the Old County Road and probably were already on their way home, but just before she was about to turn and walk away, leaving Janelle where she angrily stood near her vehicle like an old schoolmarm lurking over the desk of an unruly child, the word ‘secret’ finally sunk in. 

			Could Kyle have gone back to that pond in the woods near the Osborne farm when he swore he’d never go back? She could not believe he would, not after she scolded and threatened to ground him for life if he ever did again. No, her neighbor must have heard wrong. But why would she say secret? Surely there was nothing secret about the creek, but there was about the pond located somewhere on the Osborne property. But did she tell Kyle he couldn’t go back there ‘alone’ and he felt if he went with someone, like Amanda, it would be all right?

			“Well, my Amanda is pretty good at keeping her word too. She always obeys her mother,” Janelle retorted with a huff and pulled her arms tighter to emphasize her hold on Amanda. 

			* * *

			Janelle had been very vigilant with Amanda since she was an only parent. Her husband, David, died in a single-car accident three years earlier when he failed to negotiate a curve on the very dangerous Old Cobb Road, a back road that led to the town of Denton. He also would have failed to negotiate a sobriety test if one had been administered.

			Janelle and her husband were quarrelling that dreadful night, and he stormed out of the house, saying he would be back later. Hopefully, by then, she would have calmed down. The argument was about David’s infidelity. Janelle had finally confronted him about her suspicions that he was having an affair. For weeks, and even longer if she thought about the glow of excitement frozen on his face one Saturday morning when pouring rain cancelled a scheduled golf outing (one he had waited all year long for) but failed to dampen his spirits, Janelle had suspicions her husband was having an affair because he was starting to come home later and later at night from work. And to put an exclamation point on her fears, their sex life was non-existent, and she could not remember the last time he kissed her with any amount of affection. When they were first married, Janelle was a cute young woman attending nursing school, but after a few years of marriage and one lovely child, her cute young features were not cute anymore to satisfy David’s shallow desires and were replaced by a younger ‘cute’ female coworker in David’s office. Janelle had been restlessly sleeping when the heavy knocking on her door and the flashing blue lights from the sheriff’s patrol car awakened her with the shocking news that David was never coming home again and would be resting peacefully six feet beneath the plush, green lawn in Pine View Cemetery.

			Candi Bryant, on the other hand, had a husband who worshipped her and would never consider or even dream of infidelity. She was the one who was not faithful in their marriage but stayed with Fred because he was a good provider for her and the two boys. She felt her life was as good as it gets for a married woman with children and not having to work. It was what some ‘daydreaming’ wives called ‘The best of both worlds,’ and she was living it. 

			The two women were neighbors but lived contrasting lives and had contrasting ideals on raising their children. Both assured themselves their ways were the proper way.

			* * *

			“I’m sure she does. From what I have seen, she’s very obedient,” Candi honestly agreed but also knew what the woman standing in front of her was trying to convey about her lack of control over Kyle.

			“Yes, she is. So, you can see that something must have happened to them, and we need to go find them immediately. Are you sure your son didn’t mention anything to you about going fishing?”

			“No, he didn’t, but if what you said about going to a secret pond is true, I’m pretty sure it must be that pond he found out on the Osborne property. I strictly told him to never go back there again.” 

			“I guess Kyle’s not too trustworthy after all. It looks like he disobeyed both of us.” Janelle felt like adding more, asking Candi what kind of boy she was raising, but decided to hold her temper until Amanda was safe at home, and then she would consider whether grounding Amanda from seeing Kyle for a while for not keeping his promise or tell her neighbor to keep her ill-mannered son on his side of the street.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Saturday Early Afternoon 

			May 12, 1989

			After being persuaded they needed to look for their children immediately, which seemed more like intimidation than persuasion, Candi halfheartedly crawled into Janelle’s silver Vega and then buckled herself in, preparing for an unpleasant ride. With her plans of relaxing in a lounge chair out on her patio now disappointedly placed on the back burner or having to wait until another sunny day, she now found herself being carted around in an uncomfortable compact vehicle driven by an unstable woman whom she had no desire to even have a brief conversation with. To make that point clear from the get-go, she sat in silence, staring out the passenger window at the fast-moving scenery. It was not until they drove beyond the entrance to Osborne farm that Candi finally spoke, saying you just passed the road. 

			Janelle, who was driving at a faster rate of speed than posted, braked to a stop in the middle of the road. She then looked over her shoulder to where Candi was pointing and noticed the narrow entrance on Candi’s side and felt like blaming her for not pointing it out sooner but held her tongue. 

			After turning around in the middle of Old County Road, an awkward four-point turn, Janelle continued her aggressive speed down the dusty Osborne Road, driving past the cemetery and farmhouse they had not noticed. Candi could see the thick hardwoods at the end of the road close in on them and wondered if Janelle was planning on using her brakes to stop the car before the trees made the vehicle more compact than it already was. 

			When the vehicle suddenly stopped, Candi unbuckled her seatbelt and hastily hopped out before Janelle had a chance to put the transmission gear into the park position.

			While she waited for her neighbor to join her, Candi glanced around, seeing the farmhouse for the first time. It was more hideous than she had expected from the descriptions she had been told by both her sons, whom she had since told them never to set foot on the Osborne property again. 

			‘It’s just a rundown farm with overgrown fields, that’s all.’ The boys told their mother. But seeing the farm in person, she now realized it was in much worse shape than just rundown. She felt if the farmhouse were a human being, it would be like a decrepit old man lying on his deathbed, and his diseased condition would rub off on anyone who touched his rotting flesh. The first disease that came to her mind was leprosy. The most grotesque disease she could imagine.

			With her right hand, Candi gently brushed the few strands of blond hair away from her forehead, then used the same hand to shield the harsh rays of sunlight from her eyes. She had not expected to see her young, veteran explorer son suddenly come running out from behind the dilapidated building or even appear off in the distance field she was now scanning, and she wasn’t too concerned either, for she knew her son and knew he’d eventually turn up at home, as he always did, with some wild story about his adventures. She would listen to his words with a forced scorned expression, not hearing the words true meaning at first, being happy just to see his small wholesome stature pacing the kitchen floor in his attempt to act out his excitement. When he finished telling his adventure and his excitement abated, Candi would decide then if a stern warning was warranted or let it slide as just another day in a boy’s life.

			In past summers, when Kyle was old enough to spend most of the daylight hours outdoors by himself, her warnings about his wanderings had almost become a weekly sermon. But he always came home, so those motherly lectures soon became nothing more than a shake of her head and a nod toward the sink to wash up for supper. At the table, Kyle would anxiously tell his father about his exciting day. Candi would pretend to be listening, but since she had already heard the story at least twice, her mind would be on something else, mostly what she’d be wearing if she was planning on going out with her (phantom) girlfriends to meet a new face or an interesting face she had met the previous night out and had since been dreaming about in her restless sleep. 

			Not seeing any sign of the children, Candi turned her attention to the inside of the car and could see Janelle silently staring out the windshield. 

			* * *

			Janelle had remained in her car for a moment, trying to relax her hostility toward Kyle and why she agreed to let Amanda go with him. This was not how she had planned the day to work out for Amanda’s birthday. It was supposed to be just the two of them, happily spending the day together doing what Amanda wanted to do. Then Kyle showed up with his idiotic plan to take Amanda fishing. She did not care very much for Kyle at the moment, and as she watched Candi standing outside looking toward the farmhouse, her dyed hair glistening gold in the early afternoon sunlight, she wasn’t caring much for her either. It was not so much that she disliked the woman. Personally, she hardly even knew her. What she knew of her was from Kyle, his ill-mannered upbringing, and the woman’s looks, which, by her appearance, she spent more time applying her makeup and having her hair dyed than she did raising her boys. Although Janelle thought the dyed hair looked good on Candi, and even attractive, though she was not aroused herself – she had no desires for a woman or even another man for that matter, not after having endured a marriage with an unfaithful husband, thinking all men were the same.

			When Janelle finally exited her vehicle, the first thing she noticed was the shocking condition of the Osborne farmhouse, and, like Candi Bryant seeing it for the first time, she made a mental note to never come again. Even if the place were burning to the ground, she would not dare to be a spectator.

			“Do you see them anywhere?” she asked Candi, hoping she had already spotted the children and was just standing there waiting for them.

			“No, I don’t see any sign of them anywhere,” Candi said and glanced across the open field to double-check that she had not missed seeing them.

			“Amanda, Amanda!” Janelle hollered, and then, in bated breath, waited to hear her daughter’s voice, but there was no answer to her shouts.

			Simultaneously they both began shouting out for their respected child and waited impatiently for the sight of them, or to at least hear their distant, tiny voices calling out. After a while, Janelle started to become emotionally distraught at the possibility her child may be missing and began to cry. Tears dripped from her light-blue eyes and rolled down her narrow face. She did nothing to wipe them away, for they went unnoticed but not to the woman standing next to her.

			Candi gave it her best effort to console the woman by wrapping an arm around her frail shoulders, but Janelle did not want any sympathy, not from her anyway, and pulled away, saying she was going to the sheriff’s office to report Amanda missing. There was nothing Candi could do about her decision, and since she had no idea where the secret pond could possibly be located, she got back in the car. They turned the vehicle around in the Osborne driveway, not noticing the barn door was partially open, and at the same high rate of speed Janelle had driven to get there, drove past the cemetery and straight to the sheriff’s office.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			Saturday Afternoon 

			May 12, 1989 

			Every road has a name, but some roads, like the old roads around Groveville that weave through farmlands and acres of dense forest leading to other towns, have two names, their official name and the name folks around town call them, always adding ‘Old’ to their name. Old County Road is one of those roads. Same as Old Cobb Road, named after the farmer Cobb who lived there many years ago, halfway down Cobb Road just past the new cul-de-sac built on the land he uses to plow with an old mule named ‘Sally the Mule.’ 

			When Janelle decided to drive to the town of Denton, instead of calling the sheriff’s office from the convenience of her home phone, she took the quickest route to get there, which just so happened to go by way of the Old Cobb Road, the same road she swore she would never drive on again. The only other road would have led her through downtown Groveville and have cost her at least an extra five minutes, that is, if the town’s only light was still set to blinking yellow and not set to the tricolors of red, yellow, and green. 

			Janelle knew a phone call would have been much quicker than having to drive the ten minutes to the sheriff’s office in downtown Denton, but Janelle was too upset to make the call, so she drove her vehicle instead, with Candi chatting the whole time about some guy she had met in a bar over in Hancock. 

			Candi had not meant to sound like she was bragging; she only wanted to calm the emotional woman so she could concentrate on her driving and not the possibility that her daughter was in danger. Candi was beginning to worry also, but she was more aggravated at Kyle for not telling her where he was going. If he had, she would be home enjoying the afternoon in her backyard, not sitting in the passenger seat next to her unpleasant neighbor.

			Janelle, however, had only one thing on her mind, and that was Amanda, and she had not been listening to a single word Candi had been saying about her out-of-marriage love life. This was the first time the two women had spent more than a minute together, and Janelle was sure it would be the last time. She was even entertaining the idea of forbidding Amanda from hanging around Kyle, even if her daughter protested, and steering her to make friends with girls her own age who lived nearby.

			* * *

			The sheriff’s office was located in the center of town in a two-story brick building directly across the street from the town’s administrative office. When the protruding sign above the door came into sight, the words ‘Madison County Sheriff Office’ brought assurance Amanda would soon be home, and life would be back to normal in the Prescott household.

			Seeing a parking spot in front of the office, not caring it was marked as a handicapped spot, Janelle quickly steered her silver Chevy Vega into the open space, parking at an odd angle. Candi was still talking about the man from Hancock when Janelle opened her door and jumped out. 

			“Are you coming in with me or not?” Janelle snapped and then slammed the door shut.

			Inside, Janelle noticed an older woman with graying hair pulled back in a tight bun sitting behind a desk punching the keys on a Smith-Corona typewriter. The nameplate on the desk only suggested the woman was employed there, not her true function being the firewall between the citizens of Madison County and the authorities who pursued peace and justice for all. Other than the woman, the office seemed deserted. 

			“Is the Sheriff in?” Janelle hastily asked in a tone sounding more like a demand than a question.

			Mrs. Helen Pinkham, the woman behind the desk, looked up and removed her eyeglasses, setting them down on the desk. “May I help you with something?” she asked just as Candi walked in through the door.

			“Yes, you can. I need to see the Sheriff immediately.”

			“What’s this all about… is she with you?” Mrs. Pinkham nodded toward Candi Bryant.

			Without turning around to look at Candi, Janelle leaned up to the desk and placed both her hands firmly on top. “Look, my little girl has disappeared, she’s lost, and I need to see the Sheriff right now to help find her. Can you
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