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Chapter 1

Going Up the Country

The sun in the cloudless western sky cast long shadows in front of Rich Sandyk’s 2016 Blue Metallic Nissan Rogue. He and his wife, Kara, sat at the lone traffic light in Somewhere, New Jersey, a town with a warehouse, gas station, general store, and several small run-down houses. Rich and Kara hadn’t seen anyone in the last town, and this one looked as eerily deserted.

“Finally, a chance to get away for a few days,” Kara said with exuberance. “Hopefully Nick won’t trash the house.” This was the first time they were leaving their son, now eleven, home without them. He was fine with that as he wasn’t into camping.

“Your parents are there,” Rich said. “He’s not going to get into trouble. Don’t worry.”

“Who’s worried?”

“You are. If you’re not worried about Nick burning the house down, then you’re concerned about your sister.”

“Something’s going on that Alison’s not telling me.” Kara shifted in her seat. “The last time I talked to her she sounded off.”

Rich nodded. “Trouble with Max?”

“I don’t know, but I hope to find out what’s going on.”

“I’ll talk to Max again and see what’s going on.”

“That would be great.” Kara gave Rich’s hand a squeeze and when he glanced at her, she smiled.

This four-day camping trip was a welcome chance to get away from the grind of his daily routines that left him feeling caged and too distant from enjoying his life. Yet even driving into the wilds of New Jersey, Rich still felt chained. It wasn’t like he had his laptop or had to worry about work, but by the time they settled in, it would be night, and the next few days would disappear. Then it would be Monday again and he wasn’t ready to face the job so soon. Better to get lost in the woods for a week, eat berries and leaves, and emerge a changed man.

He glanced at Kara. She knew how he felt, but what could she do? She was as much an inmate of the corporate prison as he was, but somehow, she was okay with it. She’d made peace with herself somewhere along the way and didn’t mind the drudgery. Or maybe she’d given up hope of a better life. He could blame himself for not trying harder, but what was the point of that? They were both at fault for allowing life to steal their dreams.

He had to stay focused on the now and not live in the future, but within fifteen minutes, he was back to futurizing, and hated himself for it. No, this camping trip would be great. It would take his mind off of work; he’d spend time with Max, his buddy since high school, and they’d all enjoy themselves. What could go wrong?

“Nick will be all right, right?” Kara asked. She was Rich’s junior by two years, just turning thirty-six a month ago. He loved how her strawberry-blonde hair framed her face and made her look younger. She could still pass for her late twenties, though she’d gained a few pounds in the last year since the accident. She hadn’t been able to exercise as much as she wanted and sometimes she’d get down on herself for it.

“Of course he will be.”

She turned her blue-eyed gaze to him. “We’ve never left him on his own before.”

“Your parents are staying with him.” Rich had a sense of déjà vu. “He’ll be fine. He’s got two days of school and then the weekend. He’ll get together with Andy and maybe Tiffani, and they’ll all have a great time.” Andy and Tiffani were Max and Alison’s kids. Tiffani was a couple of years younger than Andy, who was the same age as Nick. Best of friends. “Your parents won’t have any trouble.”

“My dad’s starting to forget things. What if—?”

“Kara, they’ll be fine. Nick’s a very mature eleven.”

Kara grimaced. “He’s still eleven. A very mature eleven is still a kid.” The grimace turned to a frown. “Should I call them?”

“No. Just let it be. They’ll be fine and we’ll have fun. Okay?” Rich didn’t know what else to say to get Kara to accept that her little boy was growing up and she didn’t need to coddle him anymore.

“I guess.” But she wasn’t convinced.

A honk from behind. The solitary traffic light had turned green. Rich accelerated, waving at the car behind him in apology.

Kara had her cell in hand, probably calling her mother.

Fine. If that eases her anxiety, then let them talk and her mother will tell her the same thing I said.

Luckily, they still had a signal, and while Kara and her mother talked, Rich thought back to when Kara suggested a weekend away to this campsite after seeing the Cub Scout photos of Rich and Max on their camping trips. As they looked through them, he felt a sense of nostalgia for those weekend camp outs with his Cub Scout pack. Then he remembered Eddie and his mood darkened. That was the scout who disappeared on their last camping trip. The police, along with his family and locals, were there, and though the scouts wanted to help, the police didn’t want the boys hampering the search. The troop leaders had joined, as well. A month’s worth of searching through the surrounding woods and neighborhoods produced no results; the boy had vanished.

“I’m sure Max would be thrilled to go back,” Kara had said.

“What about Alison?” Rich had never known her to be enthusiastic about camping.

“She’ll be fine,” Kara said. “She’s more of a glamper, but she’ll survive. We’ll keep it fun.”

This wouldn’t be the same as the old days, but Rich and Max could still make the best of it and rekindle some of that old nostalgia.

“Okay,” Kara said to her mother. “Just make sure he gets to bed at a decent time. No staying up past ten, okay? And one hour of Xbox and that’s it. Great. Thanks and we’ll talk to you tomorrow. Okay. Bye.” She clicked off the call. “Everything’s fine.”

“Of course it is.” Rich doubted there’d be a signal out at the cabins, so either they wouldn’t talk or they’d have to drive somewhere to find a signal.

“It’s like The Twilight Zone,” Kara said gazing around at the empty streets. “Where is everyone?”

“Submitted for your approval, a town of houses where the people live in an alternate dimension.” Rich shrugged. “Maybe it’s dinner time.” The gas gauge was lower than a quarter of a tank left. “Shit. We need gas.”

“Looks like you’ll have to pump it yourself.”

Rich turned into the gas station, pulled up to the pump and shut the engine. He started getting out when the door to the office opened and a bell tinkled.

“Help you?” A guy in filthy jeans and stained white T-shirt limped up to the car, leaning on the gas pump as if he couldn’t take another step. He had greasy hair and may’ve been in his thirties. His physical presence made Rich move back toward the car.

“I need gas,” Rich said.

“Well, this is the place.” He nodded but didn’t move.

“Can you fill it with the regular?” Rich had his credit card out.

“Just cash.” The man wheezed, pulled a dirty handkerchief from his back pocket and coughed something up into it. “Shit.”

Rich put his card away and pulled out a twenty. “Then make it twenty bucks’ worth.”

As the man staggered around to start pumping, he looked the Rogue over. “What you doin’ out here?”

“Heading to the camping grounds for a little rest and relaxation.” Rich glanced up the road. “How far is it?”

“A few miles and a right turn off the main road. There’s a tiny sign, so keep an eye out for it.” He chuckled, a wet sound in his throat. “Hopin’ to see him, aren’t ya?”

Rich looked back at the man. “See who?”

“Him. The man in the woods.”

Rich shook his head.

“Then what’re ya doin’ out here? Surely there are closer places to camp than Luke Miller Park.”

“I used to go camping with the Cub Scouts and I thought it would be fun to revisit the place. The towns’re more deserted than I remember.”

The guy looked up and down the road, then turned to Rich and nodded. “Last couple of decades laid waste to everythin’ out this way.”

Rich didn’t speak for several moments. “What’s this about a man in the woods?”

“He’s out there deep in the forest. I got this limp trying to run away from him. I fell and twisted my leg. He almost got me, but my buddy had his gun and scared him off with a couple of shots.”

Rich figured the guy was half-crazy being out here by himself, but also felt bad for him. “You’re saying there’s a man living out in the woods?”

The grizzled attendant shook his head. “Not sayin’ anything, but I got this limp runnin’ from somethin’ huge and hairy. My friends all said it was a bear, ’cept the dude I was with. We both saw it. Wasn’t no bear, if you get my drift.” He nodded in all seriousness and pulled the nozzle from the Rogue, setting it back in its cradle. He held the twenty between his thumb and index finger. “Thanks. You take care.”

“Thank you.” Rich got back in the Rogue, contemplating the man’s story. Something huge and hairy had chased him. But had he gotten a good look at it or had he been scared shitless and ran?

“Good night.” The man waved as he went back to the office.

“What was all that about?” Kara asked as they pulled back onto the main road.

“Nothing.” He was no reason to mention the man’s crazy story, no point in getting Kara anxious for no reason. The guy was probably playing games with anyone who came along because he was bored. Surely, if someone lived in the woods, the camp office wouldn’t have let Kara make reservations.

Either that, or there was a man out in the wilderness frightening people, and the office didn’t say anything so they wouldn’t lose business. His mind flashed back to Eddie, the missing scout. Coincidence. That was close to thirty years ago. There wasn’t anyone but few bears. The guy was just crazy.

Then they were out of town and driving through farmland that looked like it hadn’t been worked in years. A couple of collapsing barns confirmed Rich’s suspicion. Soon the dead farmland gave way to wild rolling hills. Night was coming on and Rich hoped they’d reach their cabin before darkness set in completely. From what the man at the gas station said, it would be hard enough finding the place in daylight.

“I hope we have everything we need,” Kara said. “Doesn’t look like there’s much here.”

“We passed that general store as we drove out of town.” Rich checked the rearview mirror as if to be certain it was there, even though he couldn’t see it. “It won’t be a quick trip, but they probably stock stuff for campers.”

“That guy probably runs everything in that town.” Kara smirked. A few moments later, she said, “I hope this place lives up to what you remember it to be.”

“We’ll see. It’s been a long time.” It had been close to three decades since he’d been a Webelos and Max had been a Bear. The camping trip to Luke Miller State Park was Rich’s last, as he went on to join the Boy Scouts.

Rich almost missed the turn-off. He hit the brakes, backed up, and made the right down a narrow dirt road with a tiny sign that read:

Luke Miller Cabins

—> This Way

The road was paved for about twenty feet before it turned to gravel and even that disappeared to dirt. When he dropped into the first rut, he stopped so as to not crack an axle. Letting up on the brake pedal, he tapped the accelerator to get out of the rut to the next ditch that threatened to swallow the front driver’s-side tire. As Rich slowed and then accelerated, he hoped the entire road wasn’t like this; it would take them until well after dark to reach the office to get their keys. Pulling out of the one hole, the SUV lunged forward, causing Kara to gasp.

“What a crap road,” Rich said as he slowed to see if he could avoid any of the other ditches. The headlights illuminated the dirt road ahead and its pock-marked surface, draining the color out of the road and nearby trees, so he could imagine this was what it was like to drive on the moon. At least the moon had less gravity so it would be easier to simply bounce over the craters.

Speaking of craters, the road ahead was one massive hole as if a meteor had crashed there, leaving a wide depression so he couldn’t drive around it. The ditch didn’t look too deep, but he still eased the Rogue gently through it. How any of the other campers would get here if they didn’t have an SUV was anyone’s guess. Rich didn’t think it would be possible.

After several miles of treacherous driving, they came to the office, a wood shack squatting on the right with a dirt parking lot for maybe ten cars. A variety of pine trees pressed in around the building and the lot, on the verge of reclaiming their territory.

“I’ll get the keys.” Rich pulled in and left the truck running. He went to the office’s front door to find the place dark and the screen door locked. A moment of panic set in before he saw a mailbox hanging by one rusty hinge to the left of the door. He checked inside and found five envelopes, the second, Cabin 7, with their name on it. He read through the others, curious who his neighbors were. The name Vincent King was scrawled on one envelope marked Cabin 8 while the Cabin 9 envelope said, The Wellmont Family. He dropped the others back into the mailbox. He took a breath, relieved to have their keys. When he’d seen the office dark, he’d been afraid they wouldn’t be able to get into the cabin until morning.

A rustling in the brush behind the office made him pause. There was no wind to push the trees. He sought into the gloomy darkness, but the pines wouldn’t give up their secrets. More rustling. A deer? Two deer? Rich recalled the words of the gas station attendant, and suddenly, it wasn’t a deer, but a huge, hairy monster. He meant to take a step, but fear rooted him to the spot, and sent shivers down his spine. Just get in the car and drive away. Then the rustling stopped and two squirrels charged across the parking lot. Fucking squirrels, he thought as they rushed into the woods. He took deep breaths as he went back to the SUV, trying to calm his anxiety and trembling hands.

“Everything all right?” Kara asked. “Did you see something?”

“Squirrels.” Rich climbed into the Rogue. “All set.” He handed the envelope to Kara and then pulled onto the dirt road. “We’re number seven.” He shook the fear from his mind and reminded himself there were bear in the woods, as well as deer and a wilderness of wildlife.

Are you here to see him? The gas station attendant’s voice echoed in his head. The man in the woods. Nonsense, Rich’s rational, adult self chided.

After what seemed like a dozen miles of twenty-five mile-an-hour bumps, but was probably more like a mile or two, they passed several dark, unoccupied cabins on their left. After another quarter mile, a sign on the right indicated Cabins 4, 5, and 6. A bit farther up the main road, a short dirt path on the left looped through a wooded area. A small wood sign announced Cabins 7 through 9. They hunkered among the trees, set back from the road far enough apart that each had complete privacy. A fire pit, charcoal grill and picnic table sat outside each one.

“Looks quiet enough,” Rich said. “We’ll certainly have our privacy.” He wondered if Vincent King was on his own or had family with him. Better that he was a single guy or a couple and not another family with kids. This was supposed to be a quiet camping trip with friends while the kids stayed home. Children meant more noise and less enjoyment of the peaceful outdoors.

The cabins were more isolated than Rich remembered, though that had been a long time ago when he ran around with a pack of fifteen boys. They slept five scouts in each one, so there was always noise, always someone around to keep the place from being quiet.

“We’re the only ones here,” Kara said.

“It’s Thursday night.” Rich turned up the dirt path and stopped in front of their cabin. He put the SUV in park. “I’m sure we’ll see more people tomorrow night.”

The buildings were elongated wood boxes with low-sloping roofs and two windows in the front wall to either side of the door.

Getting out of the car, Rich admired the wooden structure, and stepped up onto the raised platform that functioned as a small deck. The cabins had been refurbished and possibly rebuilt after twenty-plus years of use. But now, he was ten again, feeling the last rays of the sun on his face as it slipped behind the western trees. Max was there, as was Matt, Tony, Dominic, Stephen, Ben, and the rest of his den and the other boys from the other dens in the small pack. Twilight meant burgers and dogs on the grill, a bonfire and skits. None of the boys really liked doing the skits, but the den leaders said it was tradition. Rich had wanted to run off into the woods with the other boys, playing soldier, instead of doing silly skits.

The air was clean and everything was right. His parents were still together; it would be another three years before the family fractured into drunken pieces. Now it was about learning to tie knots, survival skills, building things and having a good time with his friends. And his dad. He always came along and helped cook dinner, lead hikes and help get those goofy skits together. Life was as close to perfect then as it would ever get.

“Nice looking,” Kara said. “At least they don’t look run down.”

Rich stared at her, momentarily lost between his reverie and the present moment. Then he was thirty-eight again, standing next to his wife as she unlocked the door, pushed it open, and walked into the main room. They were greeted by a small, round table with four chairs, a humming mini refrigerator, while a microwave hunkered on a floor-standing metal rack. A mild antiseptic smell greeted them, letting them know the place had been cleaned. In the middle of the ceiling was a frosted-glass half-dome ceiling fan. Kara pulled one of the cords and the room was illuminated by two bulbs.

“All the comforts of home.” Kara said as they went to the back room. There were two beds and a couple of windows that faced the woods. Thin curtains hung over the windows, affording some privacy. This room was slightly smaller than the front room. The lack of side windows meant more privacy from the next cabin. “We’ve got beds!”

“Did you doubt we would?” Rich asked. “The website said beds.” He walked to the back room and was once again touched by memories of five boys up late telling each other scary stories when they should’ve been asleep. Whoever could tell the scariest story was the winner of nothing but the honor of being the Scout Who Told The Scariest Story. He won his fair share of scary storytelling and wore the honor as proudly as any patch or badge he received. Those were such better days when the biggest responsibility was homework. Kids have no idea how lucky they are until they
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