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  THE SHADOW MAN


  Chapter 1


  The sound broke upon the darkness like a moving column of whispers.


  A hooded figure inched forward, and before Joey could brace himself, it had softly pushed open his bedroom door. Swaying from side to side, the figure seemed to respond to the music of some unseen piping; it glided ominously toward the frightened boy.


  It had a face without features … like black tissue stuffed into a dark void.


  Joey stiffened with its approach, too terrified to scream or cry out.


  Then the figure leaned over the foot of the bed. A raspy voice filled the room.


  “Beware of the Shadow Man. Father and son beware.”


  And just as mysteriously as it had appeared, the hooded figure retreated. There was the whoosh of a gust of wind. Then nothing.


  The boy felt a cold embrace of air.


  And then he awoke.


  And the dream began to fade.


  Joey Stuart sat up in bed and studied the darkness.


  It’s OK, he assured himself. This is my room. Out in the living room is Mrs. Huggins, the babysitter. Dad will be home soon.


  With that calming resolve, he settled under his sheet and buried the side of his face in his pillow. Pleasant visions of video games and coded computer exercises danced in his head, for those were some of his favorite diversions.


  Soon, sleep held him once again.


  But again he dreamed.


  This time he was in a large, indoor arena that was filled to capacity. The noisy crowd awaited the main event. In one far corner of the arena, the boy saw the hooded figure. The Shadow Man? But the figure did not approach. Instead, it sent forth another figure, one clad in a blood-red robe. The crowd parted in a wave of murmurs as the figure came forward, its destination the canvas wrestling ring where Joey stood transfixed.


  It was a woman. Face intensely white, eyes shadowed black as the night, the woman slowly advanced to ringside. To the boy’s left, the sweat-glistened, muscular frame of a wrestler emerged.


  It was Joey’s dad.


  Yet something was very wrong. Joey knew it. He had to warn his dad to stay away. Now. He had to before …


  The woman stood among the throng, raised her porcelain-white hand and pointed it directly at Joey’s dad; her eyes snapped fire; an invisible lightning flashed from her fingertips; her hand opened to reveal—


  Joey clenched his fists and yelled.


  The roar of the crowd collapsed upon his warning and…


  He woke to find his chest and legs sweat-stuck to the sheet. His heart thumped like that of a frightened bird. He swallowed a wad of spittle and tore the sheet from his body.


  Awareness of his safe confines lifted a boulder of fear from him; relief coursed through him. The reassuring outlines of his bed and desk and many toys, especially his computer, caught his eye, and fear grew more distant.


  On his desk, a green dot on the gray display screen of his favorite plaything stared unblinkingly at the opposite wall. The sight of that green dot pulled the boy out of bed. Under his breath, quietly, so Mrs. Huggins wouldn’t hear him, he exclaimed,


  “I’ve got to tell Cap about this!”


  Deciding against turning on a light, Joey slid into his special computer chair. Before him on the desktop was not merely a sophisticated toy. No. Before him was his best friend, a state-of-the-art companion whose official designation was *Computer *Assisted *Playmate.


  Joey called it “Cap.”


  Recognizing the boy’s loneliness, Joey’s dad had purchased the unique and expensive piece of equipment, and Mr. Zeeker, a retired professor who lived in the apartment below, had helped wire it up and get it into working order.


  Joey’s precocious understanding of computers allowed him to speak Cap’s language, and together, the boy believed, they could solve any problem, handle any crisis. Cap had man-given knowledge, but he also possessed something more: magic.


  There was just enough light from the single green dot for Joey to see the keyboard. Fingers trembling slightly, he logged in. The computer purred metallically, then flashed words upon its screen.


  READY


  ACTIVATE RESPONSE TO VOCAL REQUESTS


  “I’m worried, Cap,” the boy blurted at the screen. He tried to hold his voice down so that Mrs. Huggins wouldn’t investigate the noise. “Somebody wants to hurt my dad. I had bad dreams, and I think they mean something, but I don’t know for sure.”


  Biting his lip to keep from crying, Joey recounted the dreams for Cap. The computer rested atop the desk like a totem, like a stone monolith guarding the shadows. Occasionally it blipped and purred and cooed, as if to reassure the boy or to express its sympathy.


  “Can dreams mean something, Cap?”


  The boy worked the keys and waited eagerly for Cap’s first response.


  The computer digested the question, paused, and then edged a word onto its screen.


  POSSIBLY


  Joey frowned.


  “Oh, come on, Cap. I need real answers. I’m serious. My dad’s in trouble. I just know it. Who would want to try to hurt him? He’s very big and very strong—he’s the best wrestler in the whole South. Cap, you gotta search your memory bank. I’ve programmed in all of Dad’s matches. Every single one. Names of all his opponents, his friends, his enemies. They’re all in you, Cap.”


  More blips and glitches and metallic humming from the computer.


  “Quiet, Cap. We gotta be quiet.”


  Joey took a deep breath. The image of the first hooded figure eased into his thoughts.


  “Listen carefully, Cap. Who is the Shadow Man?”


  And the boy had barely spoken the words before he felt chilled to the bone. The green light on the display screen seemed to intensify, bathing the room with its eerie color. But the computer did not respond right away.


  Joey wetted his lips and swallowed.


  “Is it somebody Dad wrestled once? It said something to me. Like it was warning me. The Shadow Man, Cap. Who is the Shadow Man?”


  Finally a response came.


  ?????????????????


  The boy’s heart sank as if it were a rock dropped into a deep well. He sighed.


  “OK, Cap. Insufficient data, right? OK. Try this one. Who was that woman in the red robe?”


  This time his persistence was rewarded, for, after a few seconds, two words tracked across the screen.


  A FALLING ANGEL


  Joey stared at the words. His stomach gurgled.


  “A Falling Angel?”


  And his intense whisper seemed to suck out all of his breath.


  “What is that?”


  Another few seconds elapsed.


  A WITCH


  The boy moved his face closer to the screen. His brow wrinkled. His mouth fell open in doubt. He traced each letter with a fingertip, as if not trusting his eyes.


  “Come on, Cap, did you jumble something? This isn’t for real, is it? An overload somewhere? There aren’t witches in 1985. Everybody knows that. Do you really mean a witch?”


  THAT IS POSITIVE


  The computer responded immediately, and that quick response fueled the boy’s fear and confusion. He rocked back in the adjustable chair.


  “A witch?” he murmured.


  He paused to consider the word, to search his own chaotic thoughts. Then he leaned toward the screen again.


  “Who is the woman? The one that looked like she was casting a spell. Who is she really, Cap? Please don’t give me a riddle for an answer.”


  The computer was perfectly still for a half-dozen beats of the boy’s heart. Out in the living room, Mrs. Huggins stirred. Her arthritis was acting up.


  The computer’s letter-by-letter response printed slowly across the screen.


  SHE WHO WALKS IN DARKNESS


  Joey was angry and frightened. Mostly frightened.


  “Cap, I told you! I said no riddles. I want to know her name, Cap. You’ve given me some kind of witchcraft name. What’s her real name?”


  YOU ALREADY KNOW IT


  The response jolted the boy. Never had Cap behaved so mysteriously.


  “I’m gonna have Mr. Zeeker take a look at you next week, Cap. There’s something screwed up in you. I don’t know any witches. I don’t know anyone who looks so horrible and awful… and, and would want to hurt my dad.”


  He shook his head to ward off tears.


  “What is her name, Cap?” he persisted. “At least give me a hint. What would help me to know her name?”


  And again the computer responded with an uncharacteristic gesture—it answered with another question.


  WHO IS ALWAYS WICKED IN FAIRY TALES?


  “Are you crazy, Cap? Who is always wicked in … ?”


  He hesitated.


  Then he knew.


  His small body was a taut cable. Words spilled from his mouth.


  “No, Cap. It can’t be. You gotta be wrong. Tell me there’s a problem in your circuitry, Cap. You gotta be wrong. This is a mistake, isn’t it, Cap?”


  He didn’t wait for a response. He knew what it would be. He switched off the vocal request element and stared at the green dot—Cap’s unrelenting eye.


  “Cap, I’m scared. What’s going to happen to my dad?”


  No more than half an hour passed before Joey heard his dad come home and heard him and Mrs. Huggins exchange a greeting. The boy raced from the darkness of his bedroom into the security of the living room, leaping high into the air toward his dad’s surprised but smiling face.


  “It’s my dad!” Joey shouted, as if his father had been gone for six months instead of six hours.


  “Joe-Boy!”


  They collided like inexperienced acrobats, his dad catching him by an ankle and an arm. Joey pressed his cheek against his dad’s rock-solid jaw. Giggling ecstatically, the boy reared back in the muscular hold and tugged at a patch of the man’s blond beard and drilled a fingertip into his flowing blond moustache.


  “Who’d you whip up on tonight, dad?”


  Jeb “The Dixie Strangler” Stuart squeezed the tiny child, threw his massive head back, and laughed heartily.


  “Whoa, now, let’s see. Tonight it was that nasty guy, Chain Saw Chandler. What do you think about that, Joe-Boy?”


  Joey pounded his small fist into his palm.


  “Oh, man, I like it! We got that nasty Chain Saw!”


  His dad tossed him onto his strong shoulder and winked at Mrs. Huggins, and, as always, he asked her the same question.


  “This boy been a gentleman for you, Myrna Gayle?”


  A slow, bemused smile spread across the old woman’s face.


  “Goodness knows, yes. A perfect gentleman.” She smiled and tilted her head to one side.


  “Well, that’s just fine,” the Strangler boomed. “Look here behind me, Myrna Gayle. I brought a couple of bums I found at the coliseum to escort you home.”


  In the doorway, two men smiled sheepishly and shuffled their feet nervously.


  Joey pointed at them and giggled.


  “They aren’t bums, dad. That’s Hatter and Jimmy Dale.”


  “Hey, Spike!” exclaimed the man named Hatter.


  His full name was Louie Hatterman, and he served as the Strangler’s manager and agent. Though he wore a coat and tie, he was a dumpy, sloppy man. He wore a stained brown derby on his head and carried a fat brown cigar in his mouth. He bore a remarkable resemblance to Edward G. Robinson—even talked a bit like him. Most important, Joey’s dad trusted him, and Joey adored him.


  The same was true for the second man: Jimmy Dale Huggins, Mrs. Huggins’s sports-loving husband. He had a very thin, pasty face and wild shocks of black hair, and he wore black-rimmed glasses with lenses so thick that Joey’s dad referred to them as “bullet proof.” Jimmy Dale was proudly attired in ragged khaki pants and a tee-shirt that read “I” (red heart) “Jeb ‘The Dixie Strangler’ Stuart and the USA.” Next to Joey, the Strangler’s most avid fan was Jimmy Dale.


  It was a comforting scene as Joey glanced about—loving adults, a family, not like that of other kids, but a family nonetheless.


  They won’t let anything evil get to my dad.


  “Time for this gentleman to be in bed,” Mrs. Huggins chimed, planting a dry kiss on the boy’s cheek. And her gesture served as a signal; goodnights and a couple of handshakes were exchanged, and Joey found himself alone with his dad.


  “Hey, I think I hear your little bed calling you, Joe-Boy.”


  “No, Dad. Let’s stay up and talk. I want to hear about Chain Saw Chandler.”


  “Whoa, now, I can tell you about him in the morning.”


  “But Dad, tomorrow is Sunday. I don’t have to go to school, and I’m not sleepy. Do you see any sleepy in my eyes?”


  The Strangler put his nose against Joey’s and pretended to search for grains of sleepy. But father and son ended up laughing so hard that they tumbled to the floor and struggled there, giggling, moaning with delight, roughhousing until they threatened to topple a lamp and a coffee table.


  Joey liked the silky feel of his dad’s satin robe, its Confederate gray color, the Rebel flag on the back positioned just beneath the words “Dixie Strangler.” He was so proud of his dad he was afraid sometimes he might burst. He loved to curl up in those huge, muscular arms, arms that coiled around opponents like a boa constrictor around a rabbit.


  Only Joey knew how truly gentle his dad was.


  “How’d you get him, Dad? How’d you mash that nasty Chain Saw?”


  The Strangler chuckled as he playfully wrapped a steel forearm under Joey’s jaw.


  “Well, sir, it was like this. Chain Saw had got in a couple of flying body blocks. He knocked the wind clean out of me and things looked bad. Real bad. I was down on the mat seeing stars. Red ones, green ones, all kinda colors. Then ole Chain Saw he come down on top of me for the kill.”


  “But you got out, I betcha.”


  “Well, sir, I did. I did. I squirmed around and got my forearm up like this here.”


  “Did you use Deep Throat, Dad? That’s your best hold. I got all your holds programmed in my computer. Did you squeeze him with Deep Throat?”


  “Whoa, now, you guessed it. Deep Throat got ole Chain Saw and he just plain give up and the crowd went bananas.”


  “Wow, Dad, I wish I coulda seen it.”


  “I’ll be on the TV next Friday night, Joe-Boy. You can see that one. OK?”


  They grew silent for a score of moments. Joey brushed his fingertips across his dad’s rough-hewn face.


  “Dad,” he murmured softly, “was my real momma pretty and nice?”


  Joey felt his dad’s body slacken a notch, as it always did when the topic of his first wife was broached.


  “She … she was an angel, Joe-Boy. The prettiest, sweetest woman ever put on this earth. That’s what she was. I loved that woman so much … and she loved you and me. She thought you was the moon and stars, Joe-Boy.”


  “Dad, well … why’d she have to … to die?”


  Silence reclaimed the room. The Strangler bowed his head. A tiny whistle of regret escaped his lips.


  “Joe-Boy … you’ve heard me tell it before. After you was born, Bonnie, your momma, she got real sick. Never got well. Couldn’t nobody help her. She just …”


  “But Dad, why’d you marry my stepmomma?”


  The Strangler searched Joey’s face. Words, always difficult for this man, came out, slowly, painfully, as if they were being twisted and wrenched from his mouth.


  “I was so lonely, Joe-Boy. So lonely.”


  He shook his head.


  “But you had me,” said Joey.


  “You was just a baby. I needed somebody like your momma. I thought Sharina Marie would be like that. Well, I was a darn fool to marry her, and I suppose it’s a good thing for her and me to be separated. Been separated for nearly a year. And we’ll be divorced. You and me, Joe-Boy, we’ve talked about this before.”


  Joey nodded.


  “You and my stepmomma, you had marital difficulties, didn’t you?”


  The Strangler chuckled softly.


  “Lord, Joe-Boy, where does an eight-year-old boy get big words like that? From Mr. Zeeker? Or maybe that computer of yours? How come you’re so smart and your daddy barely got outta high school?”


  The boy shrugged. The Strangler brushed back his son’s long blond hair.


  “She wanted me to choose, Joe-Boy … choose between her and you.”


  “Dad, why are stepmothers always wicked? Like, you know, in fairy tales.”


  “I don’t know about your stepmomma being wicked. She’s got kinda strange these days, I hear. We don’t need to worry about her, Joe-Boy. You and me, we got each other. That’s all we need.”


  “But Dad … I mean, if you could wish for anything in the world, what would you wish for?”


  The Strangler paused to reflect.


  “Well, sir, I’ll tell you. I’ve got everything I could want. All I could wish for. Hey, I’m the Strangler. And you—you’re the Strangler’s Wish. My whole world, Joe-Boy.”


  He poked a finger into the boy’s chest and squeezed his shoulder.


  “You know what I’d wish for, Dad?”


  “No, sir, what would it be? A video game? Another computer?”


  “Nope. I’d wish that nothing bad ever happened to you. Nothing evil. I’d wish for that.”


  The Strangler smiled and rolled up the sleeve of his robe. He flexed a bicep, and the skin tightened around a muscle the size of a softball.


  “Look at that, Joe-Boy. You think anything bad or evil gone mess with that?”


  Joey shook his head and forced a smile. But doubts and dreams flickered behind his eyes.


  Nothing strong enough or evil enough to hurt my dad, he tried to assure himself.


  In a breath-catching swirl, the boy saw the ceiling rushing to meet him. Then he found himself perched atop his dad’s shoulders, riding his broad neck as if it were a saddle.


  “Time for the men of the house to hit the hay,” the Strangler announced.


  And in the boy’s bedroom, the man gently placed his son under the sheet.


  “You know something,” the Strangler whispered when Joey was snugly tucked in. “You’re my best boy.”


  “Dad … I’m your only boy.”


  And they laughed and hugged one another and Joey kissed his dad’s cheek.


  And the darkness stepped aside for their love.


  Joey could not sleep.


  He kept thinking about his bad dream. His mind jangled with neon-like flashes of green light.


  FALLING ANGEL


  WITCH


  He tried, in his imagination, to paint a smile upon his stepmother’s face, but was unsuccessful.


  SHE WHO WALKS IN DARKNESS


  Could Cap be right?


  What had generated such hatred? Such evil?


  An hour later, Joey crept to the doorway of his dad’s bedroom. The man known to his adoring fans as “The Dixie Strangler” was snoring, exhausted from his latest victory, unaware of the mysterious battle his small son would be forced to wage—and unaware that someone he had once cared for was plotting his destruction.


  Veins of darkness bled down the walls and across the floor, saturating the space around the sleeping man. Joey leaned against the door jamb, and for a heart-jolting instant, thought he heard whispers, thought he saw the darkness assume a shape.


  The Shadow Man?


  But no.


  It was only his imagination.


  He waited, slumping against the jamb.


  Is my stepmomma a witch? Why would she want to hurt my dad?


  Who is making her so evil?


  Beware of the Shadow Man. Father and son beware.


  The boy’s eyelids grew heavy, and soon Joey Stuart, like a lost and wandering urchin from the pages of a dark fairy tale, had fallen asleep.


  Chapter 2


  “Cap, it’s me, Joey.”


  READY


  ACTIVATE RESPONSE TO VOCAL REQUESTS


  The boy’s fingers slid over the keys. The computer’s hum could barely be heard against the drone of the air conditioner battling the August heat. In the other bedroom, the Strangler tossed, his heavily muscled body searching for a comfortable position.


  The apartment was Sunday-morning quiet.


  “Cap, are you asleep? Please wake up. I need to talk to you. Are you awake?”


  NOT REALLY


  The computer seemed to sigh and possibly even yawn. Joey chuckled despite the break-of-dawn anxiety that had shaken him.


  “How are doing, Cap?”


  FINE, LITTLE FRIEND. WHAT DO YOU NEED?


  Needle points paraded across the boy’s shoulder blades.


  “Worried about my dad,” he replied in a voice so soft the computer instantly had to adjust its receiving capacity in order to copy.


  “What can I do to help him, Cap?”


  Activation dots scampered in all directions as the computer’s screen first narrowed, then widened, and then pulsed—a sure signal that it was deep in thought. Finally, it beeped, which Joey had learned was Cap’s way of expressing joy and self-satisfaction.


  MAKE A WISH LINE


  “A what?”


  A WISH LINE


  Doubt and puzzlement gripped the boy. He pressed a finger into his chin and sucked his bottom lip. “What’s a wish line?”


  A PROTECTIVE SAYING TYPED OUT EACH DAY


  “But how can that help?”


  IT WILL IF YOU BELIEVE IT WILL


  Over the course of his relationship with Cap, Joey had learned to accept the computer’s advice and wisdom, leaving the fine points of explanation unexplored.


  “So if I type out a saying every morning, nothing bad will happen to my dad?”


  IF YOU BELIEVE THE WISH LINE


  A bubble of excitement lifted free from the boy’s skepticism.


  “I’ll believe it, Cap. I really will. But I don’t know any magic sayings or stuff like that. Can you think of one for me?”


  The computer began to purr, always pleased when Joey entrusted it with a creative task. It rattled and shuffled, blipped and glitched. And then it beeped so loudly the boy was afraid his dad would be roused.


  I GOT ONE!


  Joey stared impatiently at the computer’s screen, but Cap was pausing deliberately, squeezing the moment for every drop of theatrical effect.


  “Come on, Cap, what is it? Gosh darn you, what is it?”


  For extra good measure, the computer paused another second or two before the following lines tracked across the screen:


  BY THE FIRE OF A DRAGON’S ANGER


  LET NO EVIL TOUCH THE STRANGLER.


  As he studied the words, repeating them silently to himself, the boy began to smile, and the smile broadened, and his fingers curled into a fist and the fist smacked with sheer delight into the palm of the other hand.


  “Wow, it’s a good one, Cap. It really is. Sounds like real magic. Fire and a dragon—boy, that’s great stuff.”


  He reached out and lovingly tapped the side of the computer.


  “Thanks, Cap. That really makes me feel a whole lot better. Thanks.”


  Contented dots oscillated in warm waves—Cap’s way of saying, “Don’t mention it.”


  Buoyed by the promise of the wish line, Joey went through his collection of video disks, selected one, and slipped it into the computer. No use waking his dad, he reasoned. Sunday morning was a good time for the massive man to sleep late, and besides, the boy knew that his dad normally devoted Sunday to “father-son things,” as he phrased it.


  The whole day lay ahead of them.


  On the screen, “Starship Invaders” unfolded a blue-black cosmic sky, a nothingness speeding nowhere, accompanied by a doodle-dang soundtrack meant to create the impression of a starship gliding through space. Soon enough the real challenge began, as from every corner of the screen lone wolf starships hurtled forward, beaming in one at a time with their laser rays.


  Having played this game dozens of times, Joey was ready for their attack, countering each invader with yellow photon rays and diversionary moves. And the hit points racked up steadily. One hundred thousand—one hundred seventy-five thousand—the boy worked the controls expertly—two hundred fifty thousand—three hundred thousand.


  I’m going to break my record, he thought to himself as his concentration never wavered. Three hundred eighty thousand—that was his personal best. Four hundred thousand points earned you the title “Master Starship of the Universe.” Someday, maybe today, he hoped, that title would be his.


  He joggled and pressed, joggled and pressed, blasting every invader in sight. He was on a roll. He—the screen went gray. Dumbfounded, the boy jiggled the central control and checked the electrical outlet. Words then appeared on the screen.


  NEGATIVE TRANSMISSION


  “Hey, Cap, what’s going on? What happened to Starship Invaders?”


  There was no reply.


  Instead, the gray-black screen began to fill with a video transmission of some sort—something like a wayward television signal. But Joey knew that wasn’t likely.


  What he saw on the screen was the interior of a shadowy room. A woman, a naked woman, crouched on her knees with her back to the viewer. Long, silky hair tumbled into the valley of her shoulders.


  The boy immediately felt twinges of embarrassment and fear and confusion. Yet, he watched. So mesmerizing was the scene, he had no choice. The woman raised her hands above her head, a gesture of supplication and reverence.


  A blanket of blackness lowered toward her fingers. A shapeless shadow at first, it hovered above the woman as if awaiting some secret entreaty, and gradually it assumed the form of a man, faceless, floating prostrate, covered with a hooded robe.


  Joey’s jaw tightened and popped.


  The screen darkened; the transmission immediately flickered and rolled, but in the instant before the scene was no longer visible, the boy saw, or thought he saw, the woman and the shadowy form become one.


  “Cap, what was that? Cap, where did that come from?” the boy demanded.


  The computer’s response worked itself across the screen hesitantly, as if being printed by a cold, stiff hand.


  I WAS DREAMING


  “Dreaming? I didn’t even know you could. Are you all right? Anything damaged, I mean?”


  I FEEL ODD


  “Cap, what is it? Should I go get Mr. Zeeker? What’s going on?”


  I FEEL


  Joey cocked his head and swallowed with difficulty.


  “What? What do you feel, Cap?”


  I FEEL DARKNESS


  A tiny whistle of fear tunneled up through the boy’s throat and parted his lips.


  Suddenly his bedroom door eased open. Joey jolted backward.


  “Hey, Joe-Boy, how about breakfast?”


  “Dad?”


  His father’s huge shoulders and head pressed through the opening.


  “Something wrong, Joe-Boy? Look like you seen one of them Pac-Man ghosts.”


  The boy spun around slowly and glanced at the blank screen, then back at his father.


  “I’m all right. I was just playing Starship Invaders and I …”


  He shrugged and forced a smile.


  With a massive hand, the Strangler motioned for him, grinned, and exclaimed, “Come on, son. Your daddy’s got a powerful case of the hungries. Jump into your clothes and let’s go.”


  And they did.


  And in the aftermath silence of the boy’s room, the computer stirred. A green-dot matrix of letters threaded onto its screen.


  BE CAREFUL, LITTLE FRIEND


  The custom-equipped Jeep Renegade rumbled through the nearly deserted streets of Goldsmith, Alabama; the oversized tires whined as the Strangler popped the clutch after downshifting.


  “Burger King here we come!” he shouted at Joey.


  Tousled blond hair skidding across his face, the boy laughed aloud, his hands gripped tightly to the caution bar on the dashboard.


  Once inside the restaurant, father and son scanned the marquee. Joey tried to stand exactly like the Strangler—jaw thrust forward, hip slack, hand on waist. The Strangler, always claiming that a stomach less than full made him feel weak, ordered eight sausage and biscuits, a large orange juice, and a large milk. Not wanting to be overshadowed too much, Joey ordered two sausage and biscuits, a small orange juice, and a small milk.


  They found a booth, and the boy marveled at his dad’s ability to handle a sausage and biscuit (spread generously with mustard and honey) in two comfortable bites.


  “Hey, Dad, betcha can’t eat one in just one bite.”


  His mouth full, the Strangler mumbled,


  “Gotcha covered, Joe-Boy.”


  Straining every muscle in his face, popping his eyes out of his head, the Strangler guided the biscuit toward waiting teeth. Joey giggled, drops of spittle spraying from his lips.


  The Strangler growled.


  The Strangler grimaced.


  And the sausage and biscuit … disappeared.


  “Wow, you did it!” Joey called out, pounding his fist into his palm.


  The Strangler rolled his eyes, gritted his teeth, and flexed one of his biceps.


  “Champeen biscuit eater of east Alabama!” he announced.


  And the two of them laughed, and the lonely people who frequent fast-food restaurants on Sunday mornings looked around, puzzled by the sounds of joy. Joey managed to contain his joviality long enough to force down one biscuit, most of his milk, and a swallow or two of orange juice. Meanwhile, the Strangler had polished off his order and was hungrily eyeing the boy’s second biscuit.


  “Dad, could you eat this one for me? I’m pretty full.”


  No prodding necessary, the Strangler went for the biscuit.


  “Dad, you think I’m getting any bigger and stronger?”


  Midbite, the Strangler stopped and acted as if he were sizing up the boy’s physique.


  “I’m guessing maybe so. Yeah, fact is, I see a new muscle.”


  Excited, the boy felt his chest swell.


  “Where is it, Dad? Where’s my new muscle?”


  “It’s right about … here.”


  The Strangler reached out and tugged the boy’s earlobe. There were howls of protest, followed by a round of laughter.


  “You’re just funning me. I know that,” said the boy.


  “Hey, I know what let’s do, Joe-Boy.”


  “What?”


  “Let’s drive out to see our lot!”


  And the ritual had begun. Plans to piece together a broken world had been set in motion. The lot. To Jeb “The Dixie Strangler” Stuart, the lot was the second-most important thing in his life. Thus, it was also important to his son.


  Joey knew, however, that they would make one stop along the five-mile trek to the hallowed lot. Lately, in the days after his separation from Joey’s stepmother, the Strangler had had bouts of depression, had mentally wrestled with a reality he couldn’t physically control.


  The man missed his first wife deeply.


  No, he didn’t like to talk about it. Never brought it up on his own. But it was there. That chasm of loneliness. That void. A void that Joey couldn’t fill; a void that no woman had been able to fill.


  The concrete drive leading into the Goldsmith Memorial Cemetery had cracks you could drop a dead cat into. Monkey grass ran wild along its edges. The red-orange clay beneath the patchy grass had shifted throughout the plots, heaving the older markers into sorrowful angles. But Bonnie Lynn Stuart had been buried in the newer section, safely removed from the decay and neglect so rampant in the main section.


  Two hundred yards within the cemetery, the Strangler stopped and yanked back the emergency brake.


  “I’ll just be a minute, Joe-Boy … you want to come with me?”


  “No, Dad. I’d like to wait here. OK?”


  “Sure thing.”


  The Strangler winked, then bowed his head as if not certain what to do or say next. Joey sat in the Jeep and followed his father’s tentative steps. At a grave marked by a modest, pink stone slab, the man hunkered down. Even from a distance, the boy could see his father’s lips move—a private monologue—husband-to-wife talk. Or, in the rush of a pleasant fantasy, Joey could imagine that his real mother was merely sleeping late on this warm and quiet Sunday morning and that his father had just whispered, “Bonnie-love, Joe-Boy and me gone go out to the lot. Be back in a little bit, sweetheart.”


  The sting and scald of the bitter reality intruded. The boy tried very hard not to let his lip quiver. He forced himself to think of Cap. And then he pressed his memory to recall the wish line.


  By the fire of …


  He shook his head, for the dark image of the naked woman and the looming shadow stole his concentration, banished his memory. Fortunately, the Strangler returned shortly, and the Jeep roared to life; he squeezed Joey’s knee and sighed. But the man was unsuccessful in hiding the traces of tears in the corners of his eyes. The boy felt love for him, despite those tears. Or, perhaps, because of them.


  The rural landscape blurred as the Strangler reached fifth gear. From the tape deck, the tortuous, throaty strains of Bruce Springsteen’s “Born in the U.S.A.” blasted their way out from the Jeep into the scattered pines, scrub pastures, and an occasional dilapidated shanty. Soon they had turned off the county road through brick gates that announced the entrance to Summerview Estates, a rambling development containing no more than ten mostly new and expensive-looking houses.


  A half a mile into the development, they crossed a bridge under which flowed the mud-brown water of a narrow creek. The Strangler slowed so that father and son could view the scene.


  “It’s Sweet Pilgrim Creek, isn’t it, Dad?”


  “You’re right as rain, Joe-Boy. And it runs smack through our property. When we build our house out here, you’re gone have your very own creek. Now what’s a boy think about that?”


  Joey smiled.


  “Yeah, I think it’s a pretty nice thing.”


  Another twenty yards and the Jeep jumped the curb and rolled onto a field of dry grass and weeds. The Strangler cut the ignition and sat back in his seat.


  “This is it, Joe-Boy. Five whole acres for me and you to rattle around on.”


  “Dad, when are we going to build our house?”


  “Well sir, when your daddy makes him some money on a few tours that ole Hatter’s fixing up for me this fall, then we’ll be ready to build in the spring.” They jumped out, and for the next thirty minutes or so the Strangler sauntered about the property, directing the boy’s attention to particular areas, embellishing them with particular plans.


  “Joe-Boy, the house will be here. Brick. I like brick houses. They’re stronger. It’ll be nice. You’ll have you a nice big room with a place for your computer and all your toys.”


  “Dad, will you make a trophy room for all your trophy belts?”


  “Oh, you’re right. I’ll have that. We’ll have a nice guest room, too, so’s ole Hatter can stay with us some if he wants to.”


  There was more surveying of the property and more talk. The Strangler identified an area in back where he planned to have a goat pen and a chicken house.


  “I want to wake up to a rooster crowing, Joe-Boy. And maybe we’ll get you a dog. Every boy needs a dog. I mean, you know, that computer of yours is a good little companion, but it can’t walk along the creek with you, can it?”


  Joey shook his head. He looked forward to moving to the country.


  No Shadow Man or witches here, he told himself.


  “Let’s go see what’s beyond our property. Might could be we’ll see a bear,” the Strangler exclaimed as he climbed back into the Jeep and gestured impatiently for the boy to join him.


  “Oh, Dad, there’s not any bears out here,” said Joey, swinging into his seat. “They’ve all been sent to the zoo.”


  “Maybe so, maybe so.”


  They bumped and thwacked their way over a narrow, pulpwooder’s road, snaking through a thick woods of oaks and poplars, many of them tinseled with thorn and kudzu vines. The poor condition of the road forced the Strangler to use low gear, and the Jeep protested constantly.


  “Back here’s called Goose Hollow, Joe-Boy.”


  The boy studied the lush, impenetrable vegetation closing in on either side of the Jeep.


  “Where’s the geese?” he asked innocently.


  The Strangler threw back his head, laughed loudly, and pounded the steering wheel with his palm.


  “Ho, my! It’s just a name, son. It don’t mean there’s geese around.”


  Joey didn’t pursue the contradiction. After all, life was filled with such things. Instead, his attention was glued to something ahead, to a spot where the road looped off its course, trailing very close to Sweet Pilgrim Creek.


  “Dad, look at that!”


  The Strangler slowed, then stopped and slapped the Jeep into neutral.


  “Sure is a sorry-looking ole shack.”


  And it was.


  Gray slatboard and tarpaper shingles blended into the towering water oak. Steps to the small shack intertwined with the tree’s massive roots. At first glance, the shack seemed the aborted offspring of the oak and the creek.


  “Dad, you think anybody lives there?”


  The boy fought back the unsettling effect of the curious abode.


  Tugging at his blond beard, the Strangler murmured, “I’d say maybe an ole witch lives in a place like that.”


  Joey wheeled in his seat; he felt his face gush and prickle as if somehow filling with hot water.


  “Don’t say that, Dad,” he cried. “Don’t say there’s a witch!”


  Surprised by the intensity of his son’s reaction, the Strangler smiled and hooked an arm around the boy’s neck.


  “Hey, I was just pulling your leg, Joe-Boy. Course there’s no witch out here. Just like there’s no bears or dragons. No King Kong neither … cuz you know why? I’d whip their ass, that’s why.”


  He winked, forcing a tiny smile to creep over Joey’s lips where it stayed until, as they turned around and drove back, he looked over his shoulder at the strange shack.


  Jimmy Dale and Myrna Gayle invited the Strangler and Joey for Sunday dinner—fried chicken, potatoes and gravy—the works. Afterwards, they watched the Atlanta Braves play the Dodgers on TV. Joey had all the players’ statistics computerized, thus amazing Jimmy Dale, who tried unsuccessfully to stump him with trivial questions about batting averages, runs-batted-in, and earned-run averages.


  The afternoon and evening raced by.


  Father and son exchanged an extra-long hug at bedtime. It had been a good day.


  “Joe-Boy, you know I’d wrestle the devil and all his demons for you. You know that, don’t you?”


  “Yeah, I know. I love you, too, dad.”


  Sleepless again, Joey rose an hour later, slipped over to his computer and activated it.


  “Cap, that woman this morning … you know, the one on the screen … she was my stepmomma, wasn’t she?”


  YES


  “What’s she doing … I mean, what’s she doing right now, Cap?”


  I DON’T KNOW


  “You picked up something this morning, Cap. Try to again.”


  NO CAN DO


  “Why not?”


  BECAUSE


  “That’s not an answer, Cap. I want you to find out for me. I want to know. Why won’t you do it?”


  IT MAKES ME FEEL


  “Go on, Cap. It makes you feel what?”


  VERY COLD INSIDE


  “Just one look, Cap. Just do it for a second or two.”


  The screen reluctantly brightened. Something like static buzzed, and then the screen darkened. Joey squinted. He could barely, ever so slightly, make out two figures in what appeared to be a cavernous room.


  Suddenly the image dissolved, but before it did, before the boy or the computer could prepare themselves for the shock, there was a scream—the chilling, echoing scream of a man, pouring forth from the screen.


  Joey was still trembling when he sneaked into his father’s room and carefully crawled into bed with him.
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