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Epilogue


Prologue

Dark basement.

Heavy breathing.

The grainy shuffle of feet on a cement floor. Edgy fingers tapping a table’s rough surface. The reek of things moist and damp.

Somewhere upstairs a clock chimes. A useless breeze sweeps a single candle’s flame.

A hand moves to a small tape-recorder, sitting on the table top.

One hesitant finger seeks out the record button. Presses it.

Ten seconds of deep, labored breaths. Then, a voice.
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“Please allow me to begin by stating that it is in my opinion the incredible story I am about to record can only be efficiently portrayed through the medium of talk, that although I have recorded a series of handwritten pages discussing the events that have taken place here at 17 Harlan Road—my home, if you will, although I can hardly call it home despite the fact I still reside here—I feel the unparalleled circumstances must be chronicled in my own jaded voice, on these very tapes you are listening to.

“If you, the unassuming discoverer and perhaps listener of these tapes should feel so inclined to review these recordings to the very end—it is my assumption that given the complex story I have to tell, there will indeed be more than a few hours of audio to consider. I will therefore mark the sides of each cassette with those corresponding numbers indicating the order to which these tapes should be assessed. Of course, the tape you are listening to at this moment will be marked ‘number one’, with a sidenote of ‘play first’. It is my obvious presumption that you have already ascertained this elementary detail. The other side will be marked with the numeral ‘two’, and subsequent tapes will be noted with ascending numbers on their sides relating the order of which they have been recorded and should be listened to. Of course you, discoverer of these tapes, will unquestionably be capable to figure these simplistic tidbits out—after all, men of years past have been able to decipher the intricate hieroglyphs on the walls of the Pyramids; it is of no question then that you shall assume the correct order to which they must be reviewed—still it is my strong desire to spell out every detail of my experience while living here at 17 Harlan Road in an effort not only to annotate my predicament to the fullest extent, but to also demonstrate my lucidity so that you will not reject these recorded ramblings as those of a man whose mind has been steered towards utter madness. I am a sane man, and the story I am to tell is nothing less than the absolute truth. I will say this only once, for I feel no reason to reiterate myself in effort to convince you, discoverer, unassuming listener, of the truth of the whole seemingly implausible matter. I—Michael Cayle, Ph.D.—have experienced everything I am about to reveal while living in this house at 17 Harlan Road. That said, I shall defend my sanity no further.

“I must also add that I assume no involvement whatsoever in the disappearances of my wife Christine, and my daughter Jessica. Although I do know what has happened to them, I possess no knowledge at the moment as to their exact location, nor how I am able to get them back. This said, I can avow that my fight is long from over and there is much more I need to do, and…and…

“Perhaps I am getting ahead of myself. Again, it is my intention to reveal every moment of my story—my plight—on these tapes in an effort, however vain, to not only harvest your belief, but to also help myself recall every damn torment I have been through. In doing so I feel that I might discover something, however small a slice of experience, that might aid me in the future—what little a future I have left. This battle I am fighting is long from over.

“I suppose now would be as good a time as any to recount the events of the last six months, for if I meander any further you might pause this tape before I’ve anything interesting to say…and unquestionably the scribblings I’ve left behind look like the creativities of a madman who should be spending his days and nights locked away in some faraway asylum, not a series of notes chronicling the experiences of a man simply trying to protect his family.

“So…I beg of you, dear listener…suspend your disbelief and listen to these tapes…and allow me your undivided attention…”


Part One

Within The Darkness, Golden Eyes

 


1

If you came to me two years ago and offered me a million dollars to hand over Manhattan for a place in the country, I would have told you there was a better chance of a subway series taking place between the Mets and Yankees. Christ, even if you’d asked me last month, I still would’ve refused surrendering my big city apartment for a wood-framed house in some Grandma Moses countryside, where there were more cows than people and your closest neighbor lived a half mile away with nothing but trees and fauna in between. Of course, the Mets and Yankees did meet in the series, and I met my closest neighbor, Phillip Deighton, who lived a half mile away, the day I moved into the quaint township of Ashborough, New Hampshire.

The man had become the savior of our family pet Jimmy Page, a purebred Cocker Spaniel who’d bounded from the minivan and disappeared into the woods alongside the four-bedroom, three-bath colonial the day we moved in. Page was really Jessica’s dog, a gift from my wife for her fourth birthday last year, but we all really took to the furball quite a bit.

Fate seemed to play a role with us finding this home. It had been so easy, really, as my desire to purchase an existing practice had never grown beyond uncomfortable proportions; it practically fell into my lap just days after I reluctantly agreed with a very relieved Christine that for Jessica’s sake we’d be much better off in the ’burbs. A few days earlier I revealed to Dr. Scully that I was going to break away from his corral of internists in Manhattan. Lou Scully, who’d offered me the position upon completion of my residency at Columbia-Presbyterian Medical Center, had treated me like a little brother, and when I told him that I’d wanted a house in the suburbs, for the good of Jessica, I’d explained, you know how the schools are here in the city, he nodded and assumed I wouldn’t be battling the Long Island Railroad or the Metro North everyday into Manhattan. He also knew that starting from scratch would mean a harsh change in lifestyle.

Then he told me about Dr. Neil Farris, an elderly physician from New England who’d maintained a practice for thirty years in a New Hampshire town called Ashborough. A good friend of Lou’s, the man was tragically killed, the victim of a dog attack. Dr. Farris had been an avid exercise enthusiast, practiced what he preached, and even at the age of seventy ran three miles nearly every morning. Last week, a mile from his home, he came across a loose mutt who took a strong liking to his ankle and held on just long enough to cause his immobility. It’d been at least an hour before someone discovered him, and by then he’d lost quite a bit of blood. We’re talking small town USA here, he was the only doctor, so he had to be taken to the nearest medical center in Ellenville twelve miles away. He died en route.

Neil Farris’s wife made an immediate decision to sell the home and practice. Apparently they owned another home in Manchester. I was told her kids went to school at the University there and she wanted to be nearer to them. The sale of the house would provide for her finances and needs, and if you ask me, Michael, Scully had said, it’s a steal. You’ll never find a complete practice and such an elegant home for so small a price.

Of course I had no intention of straying too far from the cultural offerings of Manhattan. I’d lived there for fifteen years, met Christine while perusing the Met, had raised Jessica in a beautiful upper-east side apartment. Putting aside the schools, which hadn’t won over my fondness, New York City did maintain a great deal of plusses. Long Island or Connecticut would be close enough for the weekend excursions we’d enjoyed so much and felt were important to Jessica’s continuing development, and most importantly could offer her the educational attention both Christine and I wanted her to have.

But then, this.

You really can’t refuse, Lou had said. And the school is very highly rated. I had it checked out for you, he’d added, handing me a folder filled with papers. I smiled and thanked him, my thoughts in a sudden whirlpool.

The next day I contacted the widow Farris and drove up on Saturday with Christine and Jessica in tow. We arrived just after noon. The place was beautiful. But Christine, who’d lived in Manhattan her entire life, broke out in tears, presumably at the thought of leaving her current life behind. And Page had had a barking fit, so much so that we had to keep him in the car; I assumed Emily Farris wasn’t too hip on canines these days anyway, for good reasons.

The meeting with Emily Farris hadn’t been as stressful as anticipated. We both felt pressured to get the sale ironed out, so there wasn’t much by the way of splitting hairs when it came down to the nitty-gritty. All terms had been agreed upon in a few hours and I drove my family back to Manhattan the next day knowing that in two weeks I’d be the next Ashborough township physician.

Despite the stress and anxiety suddenly upon us, I tried to dwell on the positives. There’d be no worries about harboring clientele, no competition. But there’d also be no city within ninety miles. I anticipated utter boredom, but put off those worries for now. The most important thing was that I’d be able to continue providing for Christine and Jessica, and that Jessica would get the educational attention we wanted her to have.

The place looked different upon our arrival, used and abused, like a haunted house, I thought. I shrugged off the depressing thoughts and leaped from the minivan like a man with a new lease on life; this was my way of countering the fact that we were all so weary and stressed out. Jimmy Page had been barking up a storm from his cage in the back, Jessica complained the entire trip of a stomachache, and Christine cried a bit too much for someone who’d instigated this move from New York in the first place.

Of course my enthusiasm was feigned, and I did my best to hold back my own tears. When push came to shove, I really didn’t want to live here in the middle of nowhere. Sure, I was more than willing to flee the city, but had had my sights set on a house in the ’burbs, a neighborhood where if I wanted to borrow a cup of milk from my neighbor I wouldn’t have to get in the car and drive to get there. For a moment I almost suggested we nix the deal and head back to Manhattan where the apartment we leased might still be available. I even considered leaving the yapping Page behind.

But the family followed suit, Page’s enthusiasm to get out of his cage taking him like a dart into the woods alongside the house. The house. The place where we’d be living from now until who knew when; the place where its last owner lived unassumingly just three weeks ago, taking his showers and shits there, sleeping and eating and working and doing the private things that no one else knew about except him and his wife and the walls around him. This man who’d left his house never intending to be mauled to death by a dog. I wondered, morbidly, if the house possessed any feelings, whether it welcomely accepted having its long-lasting interior shelled for a new unfamiliar personality. New furniture, new people running its hold. If I were a house, I thought, I wouldn’t be too taken with the idea. It’d be like having all your organs transplanted when there was nothing wrong with the old ones.

Nevertheless, it was a nice place. An old center-hall colonial with four rooms (including an eat-in kitchen) downstairs and four bedrooms upstairs. Throw in three baths—two up, one down—and you’ve got yourself one helluva place. And then of course, there was the study and office attached to the house in the rear. Fit for a king! There was a separate entrance along the side of the house where my future patients would enter a small waiting room. On one side of the vestibule was an examination room which at the time of my perusal had still been filled with Dr. Farris’s equipment; should still be, according to the deal I worked out with the widow. On the other side, flanking the rear, was a study, a grand room with floor-to-ceiling windows, a fireplace, and bookshelves that lined almost every inch of wall. It was a physician’s dream-come-true and I imagined myself getting lost in there after dinner, gazing out the windows at the dark expanse of woods in the backyard, courting the fireflies.

The backyard had a nice lie of lawn to it that even now in May possessed a healthy lavish green color. There was a large bird fountain made of cement, and further back at the foot of the woods sat a padlocked shed that I hadn’t noticed before. The woods themselves went on as far as the eye could see, and from what I understood from Emily Farris, there’d never really been a line of demarcation between the property and the state’s land. I figured the only thing I had to worry about was some developer coming in to build a shopping mall or a parking lot, and the odds of that happening were longer than a subway series between…uh…well, for now I was quite willing to bet against any kind of construction in my backyard. The population didn’t warrant it.

After getting out of the minivan, I gave Christine a gentle stare. She was wiping her tears away with a tissue. “Well…here we are.” I felt a bit of anxiety, a tremble in my legs. They say that buying a house is one of the more stressful things a person can do in a lifetime, right after getting married and having a baby. I’d breezed through the latter two without a hitch, but for some reason standing in front of our new home in Nowhere, New Hampshire felt even more intimidating than experiencing Jessica’s birth. At the moment, it sure seemed that way for Christine too.

She walked over and hugged me. I felt her damp cheeks press against my shoulder. “I’ve never been happier,” she said.

Of course she was lying, but I was damn happy to hear her say that. It meant that she was ready to accept this change in lifestyle, and that took a load off my shoulders. Being unhappy myself was a personal issue that I was perfectly capable of handling—I could learn to be happy again. But contending with Christine’s unhappiness, that was another issue altogether. She was so damn steadfast in her emotional ways. If she decided on traveling the path to unhappiness, then I’d be screwed. For life. There’d be no changing her, no turning back. She was a rock when it came to her emotions.

She ran her eyes over the front of the house, from the front door to the empty windows to the walk that led to the driveway. I could practically hear the wheels in her mind turning, unearthing gardening ideas for the space below the bay window, perhaps charting another hundred or so decorative pursuits.

I heard Page barking in the distance, and for the first time I wondered if he’d be able to find his way back.

Jessica walked over and grabbed Christine’s hand. “Mommy, I don’t feel well,” she said.

I’d heard that line a thousand times on the way here. As usual, Christine was more attentive to our daughter’s complaints than I was.

“What is it, honey?” Christine asked, bending at the knees, rubbing a hand through Jessica’s blond curls.

“I have a stomachache. I want to go home.”

Christine gave me a sorrowful look. She felt badly for Jessica. Me, I figured our five-year-old might need a week or two of adjusting to her new surroundings. In a month she’d completely forget about Manhattan. Unlike me.

I walked over to Jessica and kneeled down next to her. At this level the singing birds sounded very loud. I had to admit, it was a nice change of pace from the never-ending wail of sirens filling the streets.

“Sweetheart, this is our new home.” I pointed to the house.

She gave the house a quick once over, then gently said, “Cool beans.”

I gave Christine a quizzical look then we all broke out in laughter, Jessica included. We had no idea where she picked up that neat little phrase, and figured it was better than holy shit or piss my pants, the sort of witticisms she’d undoubtedly acquire while attending kindergarten in Manhattan. That’s why we moved out here. And cool beans, that was just fine with me.

I put my arms around Christine and Jessica and we all took part in a community hug.

A perfect way to start our new life together.
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The moment should have lasted forever, I thought, because everything really went downhill after that. I broke the family clutch to fish out the house keys from my jacket pocket, and as soon as my finger hooked through the loop, Jessica threw up all over me.

Christine yelled my name, then said, “Oh Jess, honey…” She stood up, giving Jessica her space as she heaved again all over the front walkway. Really, though, Christine was thrilled not to have been in the line of fire, and she set herself back a good three feet to avoid getting splattered. Me, I just stood there, utterly mystified, glancing back and forth between my suddenly sick daughter and the mess dripping down the leg of my jeans.

As her heaves died down, her cries grew into wails of dread. She sounded terrified, as if she’d just puked up a baby bird or something.

“Jessica…” I said, not sure what to do about the vomit on my leg. “It’s all right, there’s no reason to be scared. You’ve got a little bug in the tummy. That’s all.”

“But my tummy!” she cried. Her eyes were red and wet and bulging, like two cherry tomatoes.

I was at a loss for the moment. All I wanted to do was get my pants off. I still had the keys in my hand, but that did me no good because the moving van hadn’t arrived with our things yet, and all I’d brought along was a gym bag with a change of clothes for tonight.

“Don’t just stand there, Michael,” Christine said. “Do something.” To Christine, being a doctor meant I had the power to set calm into any situation, medical matter or not.

“What do you suggest?” My temper was rising and I thought again about hightailing it back to New York, this time alone.

“Get your pants off, doc. Then go get your daughter some Pepto from the first aid kit.”

Jessica always became my daughter when things got a bit unruly. Like now. “Where should I change? I’m not gonna trail puke into the house, or the car.”

“Michael…there’s not a soul around for miles. We’re in the middle of nowhere, remember? Just take them off.”

I was about to argue with her, but Jessica produced a few aftershocks—three giant croaking heaves. Tears sprouted from her eyes like rain, and she cried inconsolably when it was over. I staggered to the car and kicked off my sneakers and socks. The first-aid kit was in the glove department. I grabbed a towel from the rear seat and wiped some of the puke off my pants; it made me nauseous. I decided it might be better to take them off after all, which I did. Now, wearing nothing but boxers, I walked back to Christine and Jessica, feeling like a snake who’d just shed its skin, cold and vulnerable.

Christine had picked up Jessica. She was tapping her lightly on the back, trying to ease her hysterics.

“She’s sick, Michael. Her skin is warm.”

“Tell me something I don’t know.”

“Well…did you know that you’re standing in the front yard of your new home with no pants on, doing absolutely nothing?” Her face was stiff, not a shot for a grin showing up. Clearly she wasn’t trying to be cute or funny, as I’d hoped. She was being crass, and it made me want to scream and race into the house, to be away from the mess outside.

And then I did scream, but not at Christine. There was a sudden excruciating pain in the sole of my foot. It felt as though it had been amputated, sans the anesthesia. I went down on one knee to investigate, throwing down the first aid kit in a huff.

“What’s wrong, Michael?” she yelled, placing Jessica down in the grass. Through the lancing pain in my sole, I could hear Jessica’s cries start up again, as if someone had pushed her panic button. She clawed at Christine, then at me, looking for support, and I had no choice but to give her a gentle shove as I inspected my foot. Of course, she fell down right in the puddle of vomit. That caused quite a furor of cries, from both daughter and wife.

I couldn’t pay them any heed, though. When I twisted my foot around I beheld a gruesome sight. A rusty nail had found its way into the center of my sole. It stuck out crookedly like an old fence post. A vicious red bulge the size of a quarter had risen about the point of entry. Blood came out in a flow. I yelled again, in pain, fear, shock, whatever.

Blood and vomit! I thought crazily.

Christine had the gall to reprimand me for pushing Jessica, and amidst my own cries I had to practically shove my foot in her face in my defense. That earned me quite a look of disgust. She cringed, and turned away.

“Sure got your hands full, eh?” a deep voice from behind me said. And then I heard barking. Jimmy Page.

I turned and saw a man of about fifty standing five or six feet away. He had on a worn pair of wranglers and a plaid shirt with gray chest hair exploding from the open collar. His skin was pale, and he chewed on the end of an unlit half-smoked cigar. He was holding Jimmy Page like a baby, stomach facing skyward. The dog’s tongue lolled from its mouth like a ribbon.

“Rumor has it that you’re the new doctor. Looks like you’re your own first patient.”

I grimaced through the pain. “Yeah, I’d say,” wondering what he really thought of me, considering I was in my underwear.

“Found your dog,” he said, then kneeled down and let Jimmy Page go, who immediately hopped over and sniffed Jessica’s vomit.

I looked up at the man, managed a smile, said, “Thanks.”

Ain’t nothing like a first impression, I thought.
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Pocketing the spit-soaked cigar in his shirt pocket, the man explained how he’d been sitting on his front porch when Page came sniffing at his feet. After some petting and a slice of turkey for a treat, he escorted the Cocker Spaniel back home. “Being new in these parts, I figured he might have trouble finding his way around.” He then added, “Mighty happy fellow, he is.”

While Christine changed Jessica’s clothes by the minivan, I plucked the nail from my sole in a quick, calculated flick of the wrist. I bellowed just once, and even though I’d removed my share of nails and needles from the feet and hands of patients, I’d never experienced a pain quite like it. Couldn’t have imagined anything much worse, actually. Then, amazingly, it was over. At least the bad pain was gone. Now I was left with a dull throb, and I doused the wound with antiseptic and covered it with gauze, knowing that it’d be quite a battle just walking around the house for the next week or so. Not a good thing, considering we had a lot of unpacking to do.

“Wonder how it got on your lawn,” the man said. He honored me with a witty grin, then held out his hand, which I graciously accepted. “Phillip Deighton, at your service,” he said, helping me to my feet.

“Michael Cayle, and yes, I am the new doctor.”

“Mommy, who’s that man?” I heard Jessica ask. Christine shushed her as they returned from the car, then smiled and introduced herself.

“Our daughter isn’t feeling well today,” she said. “She’s had a bit of an accident.” Page was doing circles around everyone, tailing back now and again to investigate Jessica’s vomit.

Deighton fished his cigar back out and inserted it back into his wet lips, but didn’t light it. “Pleased to meet you,” he said. He kneeled down to Jessica’s height. “And what is your name, young lady?” Jessica stayed mostly silent. I urged her to be polite and introduce herself. Eventually she mumbled her name beneath her breath, then turned face-in to Christine’s thigh.

“Welcome to Ashborough.” He stood back up and offered up a most welcoming smile. Then I realized he was grinning because I was standing there in my underwear.

“Uh…yes, as you can tell there’s been a bit of an accident. Sorry for the messy scene.” I didn’t need to point it out on the walkway.

Phillip held both hands out in front of him. “No need to apologize…we all have our days, and you’re probably all out of sorts from the move, I’d say.”

“Yes, this has been a rather auspicious start.”

Deighton smiled then looked at Christine. He was probably getting uncomfortable with my unclothed state. “You folks are more than welcome to come by my house for the time being, at least until your things get here. You can meet my wife, she’s anxious to meet you. She’ll be one of your regular patients, by default, I suppose. I’m certain you’ll learn all about her in Dr. Farris’s files. And Michael, while you’re at the house you can get that wound cleaned up. You’re probably gonna want to give yourself a tetanus shot, no?”

I looked over at Christine, who gave me a half-nod, half shrug. We were anxious to start exploring the house and the grounds, but without our furniture there’d be no place to rest, and the water wasn’t even turned on yet. I also didn’t want to refuse the hospitable offer from our new neighbor, despite the awkward timing.

“We’ll fix you up some lunch. You’re all probably hungry about now.” He put his hands on his knees and smiled at Jessica. “Rosy has a special iced tea with honey that’ll make your tummy feel all better. Would you like that?”

Jessica nodded, returned a weak, thin smile.

Well, I was hungry, Christine probably was too, and there was only a bag of chips in the car. Earlier we’d discussed heading into town to find a diner, but it seemed we had other plans now. “Sure, lunch would be just fine. Thank you.” I limped to the car, got out my spare pants and put them on. Christine gave Jess the Pepto, and the five year old, now beyond the trauma of throwing up, was more than thrilled to be sipping it right out of the bottle.

We all piled into the minivan—Phillip and his new friend Page in the back seat, Jessica sitting on Christine’s lap in the front. As we drove off toward Phillip Deighton’s house, I looked along the side of the house and saw nothing but woods.

I couldn’t help but wonder how far back those woods went.


4

The road curved quite a bit, for no good reason, I thought, as Deighton’s house faced the same easterly direction as mine. The charming colonial appeared around a bend of woodland—we’d passed nothing but thick trees on the left with open pastures on the right, each giving way to the front porches of some additional homes. Each house had its very own stretch of woods in the back that possessed an inviting relaxability.

As I pulled into the long gravel driveway I wondered why past Ashborough physicians hadn’t set up an office in the center of town where the thickest flow of traffic would bring in the most patients. Perhaps it was tradition to maintain a sense of isolation, keep a safe distance from society where there’d be minimal distraction and a stream of peace and quietude. It had been this way since the 18th century, back when these houses were built by hand. Like today, there would’ve been only one doctor in town with a house in the wooded outskirts that you had to travel to if you needed some fixing up. I wondered, with some dismay I might add, if those doctors made house calls, and whether that kind of service might be expected of me. Am I on a house call now? Could this be some kind of diversionary tactic on the part of Philip Deighton? I tried to convince myself that hunches like this were the side-effect of a tired anxious mind, but for some very emphatic and unexplainable reason, I thought otherwise.

You can meet my wife, she’s anxious to meet you, Mr. Cayle. She’s one of your regular patients…

“Well…here we are. Home sweet home,” Deighton said. “Been here thirty-two years. Couldn’t imagine uprooting myself like you folks just went and did.” He stepped from the car, Page circling his ankles, yapping happily. Jessica, in an amazing transformation from sick to cheerful, chased after the dog.

“Easy, Jess,” Christine said. “We don’t want to have any accidents here.”

The house was much like mine, from what I could tell, a rather large New England Colonial blanketed in darkwood shingles and white trim. The driveway ran like a vein alongside a generous sprawl of lawn. Like the driveway, the walk to the house was also unpaved. At the end of the walk, four wooden steps led up to a gray-painted, wrap-around porch. The mild spring weather had compelled the azaleas alongside the porch to release their blooms, the scent of which hung pleasantly in the air; a few bumblebees rejoiced, buzzing in ariettas. Obviously, the house had more of a lived-in look to it than mine, complete with a weathervane in the grass, a cowbell on the eave, and cornhusks on the front door. This was small-town New England at its finest. Phillip led us all inside, then pointed me in the direction of the stairs.

“Bathroom’s to the left at the head of the steps,” he said with enthusiasm.

I’d brought the first-aid kit with me, and realized with some amusement that I’d never had to use it for a tetanus shot before. I worried for a moment as to whether or not there would be syringes inside, as it had been so long since I’d looked through it. But my conscience told me not to worry. The needles would be in there, just as sure as there was a throb of looming infection in my foot.

“Thanks,” I said. I smiled absently at Christine, then looked over at Jessica who was feeding Page a slice of bologna Phillip had gotten from the refrigerator. I started upstairs and heard Christine begin to narrate our reasons for deciding to move out of Manhattan. I figured by the time I finished cleansing the wound and injecting myself, the whole tale would be told and we could go on our merry way back to 17 Harlan Road. Home sweet home, as Deighton had said.

The steps creaked on the way up and at the top I made a left just as Phillip instructed. There was an open door about eight feet away at the end of a long wallpapered hallway; waist-high wainscot molding with etched floral patterns ran the entire length. A faint stale odor lingered in the air, it could have been mothballs but might have been something else. Something old. Like a head of hair that hasn’t been washed in a month.

I stopped and turned for a quick moment, saw two more doors on the opposite side of the stairs, one straight ahead, the other in the wall alongside the landing; I figured them to be bedrooms. I shrugged my shoulders, then spun back, grabbed the doorknob, and entered the room. The first thing I did was look at my watch—it was one o’clock. This might have been an instinctive diversionary tactic, a way for me to dissuade my mind from realizing that I’d made a wrong turn. But the effort of such a move lasted but a fleeting moment.

I wasn’t in the bathroom. I was in the master bedroom, face to face with Mrs. Deighton.

She was asleep in bed, thankfully, propped up against two pillows, head tilted awkwardly and resting on her left shoulder. My palms began to sweat but I did not drop the first-aid kit. I held it tighter as my heart began to trot in my chest; the acids in my stomach began to seep along its walls, threatening to visit my throat. Somehow I’d either made a wrong turn at the top of the steps, or the clever Phillip Deighton purposely misguided Ashborough’s new physician into the bedroom of his first patient.

This is what you’re in for, neighbor. Just a little fair warning.

Mrs. Deighton moved. It was an involuntary bob of the head, quickly followed by a knee-jerk snort through the sinuses that tossed her swathed arms through the mess of sheets covering her. My heart took a more forceful trot—a gallop, perhaps—and for a few tense seconds the room seemed to spin around my head. My feet were cemented to the floor, and I held my breath in what I hoped was an effort to not wake the sleeping woman—but knew in my hammering heart was unanticipated fear stiffening my backbone.

I probed my physician’s mind for a diagnosis, and immediately came up with cancer, that ill-fated malady that plagues nearly one in every nineteen Americans and is mostly at the root of all incurable, unexplainable medical enigmas. The signals seemed obvious. A good portion of her lower jaw had been cut away, a crude job if you ask me, primitive looking and carelessly jagged. But I’m not a surgeon, nor did I have any details as to the severity of the problem, so I couldn’t know exactly what options for surgery existed at the time. All I could tell was that there’d evidently been a malignant tumor festering in her jawbone at one time that nobody knew about, not even Mrs. Deighton, and it had grown and grown until it was too late to save her jaw, so it was sectioned away along with a hardy portion of her cheek, and what you had left was a gaping hole that revealed a wet blackness inside that no one should ever have to look at. Let me tell you, I’ve seen my share of open wounds, and this baby was a doozy.

Call me foolish, but I took a step closer, my eyes probing the horrific imperfection with utter curiosity, and I couldn’t help but just stare at the virtually boneless face, at the involuntary gape disbanding the shriveled skin. In some crazy, ridiculous way, I thought I was looking at the rind on a rotting apple discovered at the bottom of some forgotten fruit basket. The doctor in me wanted to study it. No, ogle it. Christ, I felt like a kid in the freak tent at the circus. What was wrong with me?

I turned and let the vision of the woman go. I focused on a photo hanging on the wall, that of a younger Phillip, an unblemished Rosy, and a younger girl, perhaps fifteen years old, between them. Their daughter, I assumed. There was an open door inside the bedroom and I slipped past it into the bathroom. I found the light switch, flipped it. The room filled with a sharp yellow glow and reflected off the ceramic tiles which climbed all the way to the white plaster ceiling. The throb in my foot began to intensify, and the feel of it against the cool air as I hurriedly removed the bandages sent gooseflesh across my skin. I pulled the shower curtain aside and let the water run in the steel-toed tub, keeping it tepid. Once the tub was a quarter of the way filled, I immersed my foot. There was an initial sting, but pain soon turned to alleviation as the injury soaked.

As I stood there, I tried hard to think of the movers who were probably filling my front lawn with cardboard boxes, and how I really needed to get back to the house so I could tell them where all the furniture needed to go. But it was difficult to stay focused; the image of the woman from the next room stayed with me, haunted me, made me shudder with disgust. I felt repulsed, not much different than if the loathsome fur of a water rat had rubbed up against my ankles. And this woman, was she really going to be a regular patient? Jesus Christ, it was bad enough simply stomaching the image of her in my mind. How on earth was I going to examine her? Perhaps it’d been the unanticipated nature of sighting her that had me so unnerved; I told myself that my professionalism would take over once I was settled into my position as Ashborough’s respected internist. I hoped.

After five minutes I removed my foot from the water. Examining the puncture I could easily make out the beginnings of infection setting in, the appearance of a warm red ring about the perimeter of the wound. In a few hours pus would start amassing—the nectar of decay. Oh joy.

Time for an inoculation.

This is one of the perks of being a doctor. You can administer a medication or write yourself (or a family member) a prescription without having to spend a few hours seeing the doctor, dropping off an Rx, and spend God knows how much time waiting for all this to happen. In a matter of a minute I had the syringe unwrapped and fitted into the plunger, had dispensed the vaccine, and inoculated myself in the thigh. To this day I still wince at the pain brought on by the needle, despite however brief it lasts, and I hoped this would be the last one for a while. Two sharp pokes in one day was more than this doctor could stand.

I leaned over and closed up the first-aid case.

I saw something move.

In my peripheral vision, an elongated, lopsided shadow splayed across the tiled wall; it looked like a sea-serpent’s head. I jerked away in a startled reaction, leaning into the shower curtain then grabbing it to prevent me from falling into the tub. Three plastic rings popped from the shower rod and clattered on the floor; the rest held just fine, long enough until I regained my balance. But the noise had jarred the silence, a more than sufficient clamor to wake Mrs. Deighton. Unless, of course, the shadow itself had belonged to the unsightly woman, now arisen from her slumber to investigate the odd noises in her bathroom. I wondered what she would think finding a strange man in her bathroom, barefoot and clutching her shower curtain. It’d scare the bejesus out of her.

Better give her some fair warning.

I stepped toward the door, and cringed back at the same time, at first keeping my eyes on the wavering shadow then at the open door leading into the bedroom.

“Hello?” I called, half whispering.

No reply. Might be hard of hearing too.

I called out again, this time louder. “Hello? Mrs. Deighton? Your husband told me I could use the bathroom.”

I stepped out of the room.

Mrs. Deighton was awake all right, out of bed and standing beside the lone window in the room. Wearing only a nightgown, she was faced in a way, thankfully, so I wouldn’t be compelled to have to visually spelunk the cavern in her face. Her eyes were pointed out the window, and the ball of flesh that was her mouth quivered as if tiny jolts of electricity were lancing through. Her body swayed slowly back and forth, as though she were under the influence of some potent spirits.

She turned toward me in an ungraceful totter, eyes muddy yet still piercing in their focus. She didn’t scream, didn’t make a move. It was as if my presence had been expected, or perhaps unnoticed. Her jaw still quivered, except now I could see that dark open half of her face, and the dangle of loose skin that joggled from it like a turkey’s wattle. For the first time in my career I was playing with the fact that this woman might not be human after all, as ludicrous as that sounded. I felt no more civil than one of those terrified Englishmen that had chased the Elephant Man John Joseph Merrick down in that fated London Subway over a century ago.

Our eyes locked, and the first thing that came to me was that they were different, somehow devoid of emotion, as though they’d seen terrible horrors beyond the unacceptable rigors of cancer. Then I saw…there were additional horrors, those of which seeped into my world at once and staggered my breath, sending adrenaline racing through my weakening muscles. Her right hand…it was gone. Somewhere between the elbow and forearm was a gnarled mass of knotty scar tissue amassed in an explicit stump. Half the bicep on the same arm was missing which formed a glaring u-shape. Those were the more obvious injuries. All over her exposed skin, on her arms, neck, shins, and feet, were tiny masses of white scars, some more prominent than others but each as startling as the next.

This was no cancer. It didn’t take a doctor to come to this conclusion. No. This woman had been viciously attacked by an animal. Animals.

I wanted to be away from her. I had no business being here in the first place. I wondered why in God’s name Phillip Deighton had sent me through their bedroom when there was probably another bathroom somewhere else in the house.

Has to be another bathroom, Michael. Your new home has three of them. Hey, you said it before yourself. Good ‘ol Phil Deighton wanted to give you a little fair warning, wanted to give you a taste of what to expect when you open your doors to the public.

I blew out a nervous breath. I had to say something, break the alarming silence. “Mrs. Deighton? I’m Michael Cayle, the new doc—”

“You can’t help me,” she interrupted, but her injury-induced dialect made it come out like: Ooo cand elp me. A dollop of saliva pooled out of the bottom of her mouth-hole and wavered down to the floor in a long, swaying string.

I took a step forward. The woman staggered sideways and faced back out the window, bumping her shoulder against the pane. She brought her only hand up and dragged two-inch yellow nails across the glass, producing a harsh squeaking sound.

“Mrs. Deighton…” I said, feeling on the defensive. “I’ll try my best, I—”

“They’ll come for you, just like they did for me, just like they did for Dr. Farris, like they will for everyone else in this God-forsaken town!” Her voice had started quietly but rose in volume with each staggering word, and by the time she came to the end of her bizarre remark, her voice was a virtually indecipherable bark.

My breathing had increased, was exploding from my lungs in clutches
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