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“Evokes the hallmarks of 

Stephen King.”

— Horror Buzz Magazine

○

“Rod Little effortlessly creates an eerie and creepy atmosphere.  The brilliantly realized characters shine through... resulting in a strong and enthralling drama... a tense suspense thriller with believable characters and a striking plot.”

— Publishers Weekly

○

“Rod Little seems to have a firm grasp on what readers want on a deep psychological level. ...providing just the right measure of suspense.”

— Horror News Net
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★★★★★  

“If you are a fan of the writing of Koontz or King, you won’t be disappointed!”

This 889-page bundle includes 3 full books: 
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The Scream Collector
Would you summon a demon to save your town? In 1979, four friends must make that choice when a serial killer comes to Eden Grove, because only something worse can stop him. Filled with 70s and 80s nostalgia, black lights, vinyl and suspense. 335 pages
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Death Lake Motel
Everyone is already dead when they show up for check-in. And the killer is still on the grounds. A tense supernatural thriller with a surprise twist. 152 pages
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The Whisper Killer.
Ben is a baby-faced serial killer who stumbles into the town of Wolf Hollow, but not by chance. He is drawn there. Under cover of a brutal snowstorm, bitter enemies return to town on a revenge killing spree. Only Ben has what it takes to stand in their way. He is their only hope. Because some evils can only be met by a greater evil. “A gut-wrenching thriller.” 402 pages
Editors note on the 

3-Pack Box Set

3 complete books bundled together in a special set

‘Whispers & Screams’
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“Evil vs. Evil.” is the theme of these 3 books, 900 pages of horror... in that sometimes good needs help from the other side, and sometimes evil hates each other as much as we fear them. These books have been bundled to introduce you to a new perspective. 

The Scream Collector is a nostalgic look into 1979 to 1983, when four friends must face a horror they never wanted, and call on a demon to save a friend. 

Death Lake Motel is murder mystery that turns supernatural with a twist. 

The Whisper Killer is Rod Little’s calling card. It has been his most successful book to date. It tells of a killer who falls in love with the charms of a small town. When evil comes to roost, he alone can stop it. But will he, and can he succeed?

Welcome to Wolf Hollow... 

to its heart, 

and to its horrors.

But first... Eden Grove.
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The Whisper Killer

Wolf Hollow is not like other towns. 

It gets what it needs.

Ben is a baby-faced serial killer who can charm his victims with a smile. But when he stumbles into Wolf Hollow to hide from the FBI, it's the town that charms him and convinces him to stay.

Because Wolf Hollow gets what it needs, 

and it needs Ben.

It knows his secret.

Under cover of a blinding snowstorm, a bitter enemy returns to Wolf Hollow, hell-bent on revenge, resolved to wipe out the entire town and leave no survivors.

Only Ben has what it takes to stand in its way.

He is their only hope.

Because some evils can only be met by a greater evil.

“The Whisper Killer is a tense suspense thriller with believable characters and a striking plot.”

— Publishers Weekly
Death Lake Motel

Every kill has a reason

On their way to a secluded lake in a blustering rainstorm, three weekend fishermen pick up two girls stranded by the side of the road. In need of a landline and shelter from the storm, they take the girls to the nearest motel. When they arrive, the check-in clerk is already dead. They search the rooms and find more blood, with all the guests as dead as the phones.

And one of the killers is still there.

When their car is stolen by a stranger, stranding them at the corpse-filled motel with little chance of help in the storm, they must search for clues to avoid the killer and stay alive. But the biggest clue is about to come after them.  This was no robbery. These killings had a purpose.

Plenty of vacancies at the motel on Death Lake

A twisted thrill-ride from the bestselling author of Evil Never Bleeds
The Scream Collector

If you call into the dark, beware... 

something might answer.

In the small town of Eden Grove, people are going missing. A stranger is taking them, one by one.

Only four boys know why he is there and what he wants.

Because they led him there.

Now, to fix their mistake, they must seek out the town recluse, the woman they fear most. With her help, they will call upon something inhuman and try to manipulate it into stopping the killer before more are taken.

For Lucas and his friends, courage won’t be enough to force a battle between two evils and save the people of Eden Grove. It will take cunning and deception. They must step deep into a dark and malevolent world. The fight will test their hearts and minds and challenge everything they believe.

Can four young souls take down a wicked killer? 

Time is running out as the abductions continue.

To reach the light, they must cross into the dark once more.

A new horror thriller from the #1 bestselling author of

On Gravedigger Road and The Whisper Killer.

The Scream Collector
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Evil circles the globe twice 
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Copyright © 2023 Rod Little. 
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Foreword to 

The Scream Collector

This book starts in 1979. There were no smartphones back then. No internet access, social media feuds or doom-scrolling. Instead, we had vinyl records, radio, paperback novels and four channels on TV. 

I was close to the main character’s age back then, and I grew up in a small town in Illinois. A few good memories remain. In some ways, it was a perfect era. 

Many of the non-supernatural events in this book are culled from my own experiences. The music, the books, magazines, TV shows and movies I remember well. As for the supernatural elements... sure, maybe some of those are made up.

Maybe.

I hope you enjoy a lens into the past and a story into the dark side of the world that may or may not actually exist.

What we have not yet seen in the shadows is vast.
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— Rod Little
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There was blood on the road. It trailed for a dozen yards from the dead body, dragged by one car after another, all oblivious or uncaring.

“Just don’t look at it,” Kelly said. “Listen, hitchhiking is easy. I’ll show you.”

That’s what Kelly honestly believed.

Caution was for kindergarten, and adventure was only for those brave enough to take it. 

In 1979, the world was changing, and at the age of nineteen, Kelly and her best friend, Emma, were ready for the challenge. It was unfortunate they had no interest in balancing it with good sense. That free spirit is what led them down this dark road on this particular night, hitchhiking home from a KC and the Sunshine Band concert.

Her small transistor radio played Blondie’s Heart of Glass amid heavy static until it faded. Low signal.

A young couple had given them a ride from the Rollerdome skating rink to the highway off-ramp. From there, walking had gotten them this far, a few miles from home but in the murkiest, most isolated part of town. A cornfield stretched for miles on one side, woods and trees on the other. And an unidentifiable dead animal stained the road. They quickly passed the skid marks of its flattened entrails.

Finally, two headlights flared in the dark. The car did not slow down for their outstretched thumbs, but instead sped up when the driver saw them. Kelly gave it the finger as it whooshed on.

“It’s almost midnight,” Emma groaned. “Come onnnnn, we’re never gonna get home. It’s like ten miles at least. I swear, my dad is gonna kill me if I’m out all night again.”

“Relax.” Kelly tied her shirt in the front, exposing her belly button. “You gotta know how to work it. Follow my lead. I saw this in a movie.”

Five minutes, no cars.

Then came the roar of success, a pickup truck. As it got closer, they saw it was filled with college boys, four in the truck bed, two in the front. The girls posed seductively, and the truck screeched its tires a hundred yards on. It backed up, and the smell of beer and weed bloomed the moment the truck was beside them.

“You girls lost?” a boy in a letterman jacket asked. He belched. “Excuse me. Sorry about that.”

“On our way home,” Kelly said.

“Need a ride?” a different boy asked. He had long hair and was smoking a joint. “You want a hit?” He held up a can. “Or a beer?”

“No thanks,” Kelly said. “Only a ride.”

Emma tugged on Kelly’s shirt and whispered in her ear, “I’m not getting into that rayyp truck. It’s a roofie date on wheels.”

“Well, come on, then,” the first boy said. “Climb on up. We’ll give you a hand.” His friends snickered.

Kelly’s smile fell. Maybe Emma was right. These guys hadn’t even asked where they were headed. The numbers weren’t good, either. Six against two. She untied her shirt and let it cover her navel. Suddenly she was very aware of how remote this road was.

This was a dumb idea.

“I don’t know,” she said.

“We’re going to keep walking,” Emma said. “We’re enjoying the night air. Cools off real good this time of night, right?”

For once, Kelly didn’t disagree. She backed away from the truck and held her friend’s arm.

“What d’ya mean?” the boy asked. “You had your thumbs out. You’re not scared of us, are you?” The boys chuckled. “We’re pussycats.”

“You’re a pussy,” one of the boys said to another. “I’m a lion. Want to hear me roar?”

“No thanks,” Emma said.

“Aw, come on,” said the first. “I’ll be gentle.” Another laugh made its rounds through the truck. “We’re just joking around. Don’t be shy. Take my hand. Step up on the bumper.”

Emma and Kelly took one step back. This didn’t feel smart. These guys looked drunk, high and horny. They also looked eager. Too eager. Saying no might not be an option. One of them stood up in the back of the truck. He extended a hand.

“Come on. I’ll help you up.”

The girls traded looks. This was a bad idea, even for them. Was that boy salivating? The reality of their situation, their isolation, started to hit home.

“No, thanks.” Emma waved them on. “We like the walk. It’s a nice night.”

“Don’t be stupid. Get in.”

“We’re meeting our dads here anyway,” Kelly lied. “They’ll be here soon.”

The boy drew his brows together. “That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard. Who would meet you out here? No way your daddy gonna be out here.”

“They coming or not?” the driver called from the cab of the truck.

The boy jumped down from the bumper and started for them. The girls backed away. He smirked. “I ain’t gonna hurt you. I’ll help you into the truck.”

“I told you, we want to walk,” Emma said. She reached into her pocket for her house keys. She knew she could jab him in his eye if needed.

The sound of an engine rounded the corner with a bright set of high beams. A ’76 Oldsmobile Cutlass slowed down and idled next to the teens. Two middle-aged men sat in the front sporting short beards and hunting gear. The passenger rolled down his window and peered over at the girls, then at the truck full of boys.

“Everyone okay?” he asked.

“Dad!” Kelly cried out. She ran to the car and stood next to the back door. She waved to the boys in the truck. “See? I told you. Our ride’s here.”

The boy shook his head and climbed back into the truck. He mocked the girls and called them crazy, and then his friends berated him for making them stop. The truck drove off with a screech of tires. When it was out of sight, Emma joined Kelly at the car, a little hesitant and confused. This was not Kelly’s father.

“Thanks,” Kelly said. “Those guys were creeps. We just needed to get rid of them.”

“Uh, okay.” The hunters were also confused. “Not sure what we stepped into there, but... no harm. You girls need a lift?”

“Yeah. Sure do.”

Kelly slid into the back seat. Emma followed.

“I’m Eddie,” the portly passenger said. He pointed to the skinny driver. “This here’s Chuck.”

“Thanks for the ride,” Kelly said. She rolled down her window.

“Not a problem at all.”

The car pulled out, the trees sped by, and the wind kicked Kelly’s hair all around her face. She felt relief.

“We’re going into town,” Emma said. “Not far. Just up ahead. Is that okay?”

“It’s fine,” said Chuck. “Fine, fine.”

“What are you guys doing out at this late hour? I mean, it’s like really late.”

“Hunting. We are hunting,” Eddie said.

“At this hour?”

Eddie grinned, reached over the seat and handed the girls a canteen. “It’s half vodka, half orange juice. Got a kick stronger than my great-grandma’s mule. Want a nip of it?” He had a bit of a southern drawl, not local.

“Not too much of it, though,” Chuck warned. “I’m guessing you’re both underage.”

“Aw, drink up,” Eddie said. “I was already drinkin’ when I was barely fourteen. Hell, I was making it, or helpin’ to, back home in Grandma’s still.”

“Sure.” Kelly said. She hated the taste of alcohol but liked the buzz.

Both girls drank from the canteen.

That was their second mistake.
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Forty minutes later, the oldest woman in the small town of Eden Grove shot straight out of bed. She put on her black robe and black slippers, coughed twice—a raspy, unhealthy cough—and shuffled into the living room. The house was dark, save for a shaft of moonbeam poking through the window. At this end of the street, there were no streetlamps. She lit a candle on the coffee table and stood holding the lit match. There she stayed for several seconds, thinking.

Finally, she snuffed the match with her thumb, poured a large glass of whiskey, and folded herself into her favorite chair. She sipped and rocked. Her shoulders sagged.

The carved wooden clock read half past midnight.

She coughed again and sipped more whiskey. Her gums smacked, enjoying the brew without the interference of teeth. She hadn’t bothered to put in her dentures. She felt around her robe for a cigarette, inserted it into a slender jade holder and lit it with a match. She puffed and held the match lit until it reached her fingers, then snubbed it. She wanted to feel the flame.

She wanted to feel it burn.

“The world is a terrible place,” she said, quoting her late husband. She coughed and cleared her throat, as if someone needed to hear her. “And it circles around again and again to consume itself in fear and pain.” She smacked her gums. The tremors in the world tonight were felt in the marrow of her bones. She rocked and ruminated. “And here we are once more.”

Here we are again.

She was not a cynical woman. This was not a rant born of contempt for the late-night news or random blusters of how good the old days were. Her waking this night was a response to something specific that had occurred. It was something she had hoped would not come again in her lifetime.

But here we are. 

Again.

A very bad thing had happened a few moments ago at the edge of her small town, and it had nothing to do with the two girls hitchhiking.

That was a separate horror all its own.
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Six hours earlier, a crossing began. Lucas slammed on the brakes of his bicycle and skidded two feet into his best friend’s driveway. He shifted his backpack to his other shoulder and squinted over the roof of the Reyes’ house at the falling sun, bright in the second week of summer. Rico wasn’t ready yet. This was exactly why Lucas needed a horn on his bike. No matter how many times he explained that to his dad, it wasn’t getting through. And he couldn’t spend his own money on such a thing. His money was earmarked for records and movies.

He touched the baseball cap holding down his shaggy hair, then touched his earlobe for good luck. His weight shifted from his left sneaker to his right and back again.

“Come on, man.”

At last, the front door swung open, and Rico vaulted out, hunched with the burden of his own backpack on his slim shoulders. He waved and jumped on his black and orange BMX racer. He pedaled to the end of the driveway and executed an unnecessary skid to meet Lucas. An Ace playing card was fixed in the front spokes by a clothespin. It made the sound of a motorcycle when he pedaled. All the boys had them.

“You’re late,” Lucas said. “It’s six-thirty. We gotta get across the trestle before dark.”

“I know, I know,” said Rico. He removed his baseball cap and rubbed a hand over his close-cropped head—the only one of their group without long hair. Lucas’ locks nearly touched his shoulders. In 1979, long hair was in its last stages of life, but in Eden Grove it still thrived. “Had to put the garbage out. Mom almost said no to the whole trip.”

“Jeez and crackers!”

“Yeah, but then she realized she’d be stuck with me all night if she did. And if I annoy my dad enough, he’ll say yes to anything. That gets me out of the house.” He popped the cap back on his head and adjusted it just-so.

“Lucky. Let’s go.”

They fist-bumped and pedaled out of the driveway and up Freedom Lane. Less than a mile off, a train rattled over the tracks. They loved the sound it made in summer.

Rico was the only Filipino kid in town. He had immediately bonded with Lucas three years ago, back in the third grade, when Lucas was the newest kid in school. In a town where most folks were born, lived their whole lives and died in the same house, being new was a big deal. Being not exactly white was also a big deal. The new kid and the only Filipino kid became good friends by the centrifugal force of being outsiders. The world was full of forces like that. 

Both their dads worked at the Caterpillar plant, like most dads in central Illinois. Some things were constant, and in Illinois those things were Caterpillar, REO Speedwagon, the Bears, and sometimes the White Sox or Cardinals.

Tommy and Joey joined their circle of friendship soon after. The four had made a pact two years ago to stay cool, stay honest, and stay together. And to always be arena rock band fans.

Lucas and Rico turned right on Elmhurst and did an epic skid in the gravel of Joey’s driveway. His dad was pulling weeds and looked up at them disapprovingly over the rim of his glasses. Joey’s dad fussed about everything in his yard. Most likely, he was concerned they had damaged the driveway gravel in some way. Should they have ridden over one foot of his perfect lawn, hell would have been theirs to pay.

“Hi, Mr. Crawford,” they said in unison with toothy smiles. Lucas asked, “Is Joey ready?”

“Joseph!” Mr. Crawford shouted and went back to weeding. “You boys be careful out there tonight. A storm is working its way up. I can feel it in my bad knee. Sure as a bee stings in summer, it is going to rain.”

Lucas looked up at the cloudless sky. “We’ll be careful, Mr. C. Don’t worry.”

Joey was already in the garage at the side of the house, checking his bike. His black plastic glasses seemed to always need repair. This time it was with a thick piece of masking tape on the left hinge. He was prone to dropping them, no matter how hard he tried to keep them on and intact. He was also prone to get into fights, and that didn’t help the glasses either. 

His brown hair was the longest of his friends, down to his shoulders and always a bit unkempt. Like the others, t-shirts, jeans and sneakers were the uniform of summer, the only attire he’d ever wear. Rock band t-shirts were common, but today’s said Disco Sucks on the front. That was also common. For some reason, in 1979, it was important for a kid to establish himself in the rock and roll pantheon or the slick silk-wearing dancing crowd. You couldn’t like both rock and disco—or, at least, you couldn’t admit to liking both, even if your foot tapped uncontrollably to certain dance songs on the FM radio.

Joey rode around to the front, careful to avoid his dad’s marigolds, and shot past Lucas and Rico. He sped up the street and jerked his head as if to say: come on. The others pedaled fast to catch up.

“My mom’s in a mood,” Joey said. “Just wanted to get out of there before she changed her mind. And I didn’t do a good job cleaning my room, so she’s gonna notice that soon.”

Lucas understood. “Gotcha. Parents are weird.”

He knew the delicate vagaries of an adult’s mood, and negotiating life with parents and siblings was a minefield. Going to the cinema, comic book store or out camping were all privileges hanging daily by a thread. A grade less than C, messy room or teasing his younger sister could get him grounded faster than a fly could blink. That’s what his mom always said. She seemed to think flies blinked a lot.

“I’ll ground you, Mister. Ground you faster than a blink of a fly.”

He stopped reminding her it was probably a blink of an eye when he learned that quips like that were considered back-talk and would earn him extra chores. Most of the time, he kept his head low and followed the rules, but sometimes he couldn’t resist mouthing off. Like most kids, he had never realized he was his own worst enemy. A few simple chores and a smile might have gotten him the new Queen album wrapped with a bow. But instead, he was grounded from buying records for a month. For some odd reason, he could rarely resist the urge to knock a book out of his sister’s hand or switch the sugar for salt while she was eating breakfast cereal. It was genetic, he guessed. An uncontrollable will to cause trouble, especially where his sister was concerned. Minor trouble, nothing big—he’d never even been in detention at school—but little things could add up. He would learn that in time.

Joey laughed at Lucas’ bulbous backpack, pregnant with the tent. “The new tent is in there? It fits? Looks ready to burst out, man.”

“It’s in there.”

“Heavy?”

“I got it. It’s not too heavy.” Lucas had been given a new tent for his thirteenth birthday last week, and they were all pumped to try it out. “When we get there, I’ll set it up. I’m the oldest now. You babies are still only twelve.”

Joey punched his arm. “This baby can still kick your ass, dude. So, don’t get cocky.” Joey was the tallest of them by two inches. In grade school, these little differences mattered. “Besides, you’re only a month older than me.”

They took a shortcut through Mrs. Ingwersen’s lawn—she never minded—and jetted down the next street. The Wilkersons’ dog chased them for a block, but they shook him when they turned onto Ivey Lane. They rode to the end, slowed down and rolled up to the last house, Tommy Delaney’s house. Already they knew something was wrong. 

Again. 

Something was often wrong at Tommy’s house. Today they could hear it. The street drew its curtains and withered from the shouts coming from inside Tommy’s living room. Problems at the Delaney household had escalated since Tommy’s dad had punched the foreman and lost his job at the construction site. Beer drinking and family beatings were his favorite pastimes now. Tommy was skinny and slippery and usually escaped the house to hide outside or at a friend’s place, but his little brother and mother rarely came out unscathed.

Lucas, Rico and Joey stopped their bikes on the street in front of the small paint-peeled house. Last house on the right. Somewhat isolated, an endless cornfield along the left side, only a few houses squatting like forlorn orphans on the right. Human interaction spread thin. That worked in the Delaneys’ favor.

The boys listened to Tommy’s dad ranting about an unmowed lawn in a loud, obnoxious voice tainted with slurred speech. He was drunk already, and it wasn’t even seven. Two lazy stepsons and lack of gas for the truck were cited as primary reasons for his ire, but the list was long.

“Dammit,” Lucas said. “Bet he can’t go.”

They sat on their bikes at the curb only thirty feet from the yelling and screaming. The front door was open, leaving only the screen door as a buffer. It did nothing to mute the shouts. Joey bit his nails; Rico and Lucas looked nervously around the street. They didn’t know what to do or how long they should wait.

“Go knock on the door,” Rico said.

“You crazy?” Lucas wiped sweat from his brow with the back of his hand. “I’m not going up there. No way. No way, Jose.”

Rico pulled off his baseball cap and fanned himself with it. “Send him a signal.”

Lucas whistled. He was the best at whistling signals. He mimicked a warbler. “There’s no way he can hear that in there. All that fighting... it sucks.”

“Yeah. Sucks. Truly.”

“Maybe we should just go,” Joey said. “He knows where we’re gonna be at. He can catch up if he sneaks out later.”

Lucas didn’t like the idea of Tommy crossing the trestle by himself. It was dangerous enough with a lookout in broad daylight, suicide in the dark without one. He studied the front door. “I don’t know, guys.”

They remained on their bikes, one foot on the ground, and listened to the drama swelling from the house. A neighbor far up the street poked out of her house, gawked at them a moment, then went back inside. A sprinkler started spinning on the closest neighbor’s lawn, a good hundred yards away. The man who had started it quickly vanished back into his house. This street overflowed with fear and denial and unhelpful judgment.

Finally, the screen door’s rusty hinges squealed. Tommy burst outside in his favorite camping shirt—a Boston concert tee his uncle had given him—and ran across the lawn. He had a bruise on the side of his face that he was clearly trying to cover by brushing his hair over it, but that didn’t help. A purple bruise also darkened his upper right arm. He quickly covered it with his left hand, trying to look casual, as always. There are people you can fool, but not your best friends.

“I can’t go,” he panted.

“That sucks,” Lucas said. “We’ve been planning this all week. I got the new tent with me. We packed the can and everything.” They had snatched a can of beer from the back of a truck in a parking lot a week ago and had been hiding it in Rico’s backyard bushes since. Tonight, they were supposed to drink it and become men. “We need you for this.”

We can’t do it without you.

But saying that wouldn’t help. It definitely wouldn’t help Tommy.

“I know. But I can’t. I’ll catch you next time.”

“Sure. Sure, man.”

Tommy’s mom shouted for him in a thin, reedy voice. She appeared in the doorway looking like a used and overplayed rag doll propped up by a broom. Chances were good she had been drinking since lunch. When she saw the boys, she immediately withdrew back into the shadows of the living room. A deeper voice shouted a curse from the kitchen.

“I better go,” Tommy said. “You guys go on.” What he was saying was: get the hell out of here and save yourselves! Get out of here now before the beast comes out! 

And they read that clearly.

He hung his head and trudged toward the garage to get the mower. The lawn didn’t need mowing; he had cut it last week. This was just an excuse for his stepdad, John Lou Baker—who never actually married Tommy’s mom—to make him miserable. The two hated each other. But then, John Lou Baker hated most of the world, including himself.

“Okay. Well, if you sneak out later,” Lucas started, then lowered his voice, “you know where we’ll be.”

Tommy waved his hand in the air but didn’t turn around. He disappeared into the garage and left his three friends staring back and itching to go. A new level of commotion spilled from the house. Dishes rattled, voices argued back and forth. Something crashed to the floor, perhaps beer or soda cans.

“Sucks,” Joey said. “This is the first camp out of the summer. We always do this together.” 

They watched the house for a moment, half expecting to see Mr. Baker come out with a shotgun to chase them off. But only more sounds of disagreement came after them. It was an angry house. It was a sad house.

“We better go,” Joey said.

That much they could agree on.

They pedaled out of the cul-de-sac, glancing back several times, hoping Tommy had changed his mind and was pedaling fast after them. No such luck. Nothing behind them but the wind and shouts of discontent. All three were relieved when they turned off his street. Not without some guilt, they left Tommy’s ugly world behind.

Their BMX caravan sped past Derick Johnson’s rusted VW, and three blocks later... the Thornton house. House was the wrong word. It was a mansion that would have scared the Bates Motel into submission. Unkempt and dark, it looked abandoned, but old Mrs. Thornton still lived there. It was the only house they had not—and would never—hit on Halloween night. No kid would dare knock on the door or vandalize it with soap or toilet paper.

“Don’t ever T.P. the Thornton place. She carved up two kids back in ’73. They found their bodies the next day, strung from the trees.”

That was the official tale at school. Completely untrue, Lucas was sure of it. But best to play it safe and give the Thornton mansion a wide berth. They crossed to the other side of the street and pedaled faster.

Another half mile left civilization behind. From here, they could see the start of the dirt path into the woods. They entered and followed it a short way to the train tracks. There was no crossing gate. The path they took was not a real road, and this area had no legal crossings. This was also as far as the bikes would take them; the rest of the way would have to be on foot. 

They got off and walked their bikes along the tracks. Lucas and Rico led theirs over the gravel on the side, but Joey—as always—bumped his wheels over each of the wooden ties as he counted them. No one knew why he did this, but it always evoked a chuckle from the others. Thirty yards and eighty-four ties led them to a familiar clump of trees. 

“This is it,” Lucas said. “There’s the mark.”

A year earlier, Lucas and Rico had carved their initials in one of the trees to mark the spot. Here they had fashioned a curve in a ditch and covered it with fallen branches, ideal for hiding their bikes. On each camp out, this was where they stashed the bikes and hid them under piles of leafy twigs. They took great care to arrange the branches to form a perfect cover so no one would spot their precious leg-powered metal steeds.

“That’s good,” Joey said. “Looks good.”

“Yeah. Yeah.” Rico examined the camouflage from every angle, shifted one of the branches a few inches and gave a thumbs up. “Totally ready. Let’s go.”

They climbed back up the embankment, and the three friends began the long trek up the tracks to their favorite campsite, a clearing far enough from the tracks not to be seen but close enough to hear a train. A simple site with stones for a fire. It was their secret place, a special place. Still a full two-mile hike from the bikes, they had a long way to go, and the summer sun had little more than an hour left. They needed to cross the trestle before dark.

“Wonder if Tommy’s okay,” Lucas pondered, jumping from tie to tie. “Wish John Baker would run away again. He sometimes does that, you know.”

“Yeah, wish he’d go,” Rico agreed. He was walking on one of the steel tracks like a tightrope walker. “No one likes him, anyway.”

“We should bust Tommy out of there.”

“What? How?”

“Call social services or something.”

Joey popped a giant piece of bubblegum into his mouth and chewed like it was his job. “Waste of time. Social servahs-es are lazy mother fuckers.” Cursing outside the earshot of adults was a major perk for them on these camping trips. “They called ’em already. Din’t do sheet.”

“Who called them?” Lucas asked.

“I dunno. But they didn’t help.”

“Yeah, yeah.” Rico nodded. “Truly. Lazy bastards get paid for nothing.”

“Who’s they?” Lucas asked. “Who called them? And how do you know, four eyes?”

Joey shrugged. “I dunno. Neighbors or something, I guess. It’s what I heard. But it just made things worse. Poor Aaron. Tommy’s little brother shouldn’t have to be in that hell house. The kid’s kinda stuck.” 

He pulled the knife off his belt and clipped a wild blackberry from a bush, still green. Joey always carried a seven-inch blade, even at school. In class, he just hid it better. But in the summer it rode high on his belt in a leather sheath. Always. It was a part of him. He tasted the orange tinted green berry and spit it out. “Not ripe.”

“Of course, you nit,” Rico said. “August they’re ready. Every year, you do this; you eat the green ones and spit them out. You’re mental, dude.”

“We should prolly do something about it,” Lucas said.

“About the blackberries? Or Joey being a nit?”

“No. About Tommy.”

“Like what?”

“Sucks Tommy can’t be here. I feel guilty. We’re out here having fun and stuff and he’s stuck back there mowing a lawn that don’t need mowed.”

Joey shrugged, his jaw tight with gum. “Can’t do nothin’ ’bout it. Nobody else cares but us.”

“We should try.”

“Yeah.” Joey put his knife back in its trusty sheath. “You, me, and what army?”

Rico reached into his backpack. “If you two girls are done chewing the fat, you want a beer?”

“You don’t got the beer,” Lucas said. “The can is in my backpack. You’ve got pink lemonade, maybe. Or root beer.”

“True that, son.” Rico produced a can of root beer and popped it open. The can released a satisfying hiss. He took a swig and smacked his lips, eyed the label and pretended to read its production line. “Ah. Fall of ’78. Good vintage.”

The boys laughed. Rico continued walking on the slender steel beam, Joey kept chomping his bubblegum and counting the wooden ties that held the tracks in place, a bubble blown every fifth tie. Lucas walked beside the tracks and squinted at the trees. He spotted a squirrel and threw a rock at it, for no other reason than to do it. He missed, and the squirrel scampered up to a higher branch.

“Already hot. Almost hot enough for swimming,” Rico said. “Got to renew my pass.”

“Almost? Son, it’s too hot already,” said Lucas. “Bet this summer’s gonna be a heat stroke.”

“Truly.”

Yeah yeah and truly were a large part of Rico’s pre-teen vocabulary. He hadn’t grown out of them yet, but changes were coming. Worse words were about to go into regular rotation that summer.

Lucas and Rico each fished a grape soda out of their packs and relished them as they trekked through the woods, faithfully following the tracks of the train that rarely seemed to come this way. When it did come, on those rare moments that they were near the tracks, it was a fantastic thing. The train was a metal beast. It stopped for no man or animal, and over the years had squashed more than one frog or squirrel in its way.

“Already heard it today. Twice,” Joey said. “Won’t be around again tonight.” The train rarely came thrice in one day.

“Truly.” Rico sipped his drink. 

“There is something we can do,” Lucas said. “You know, for Tommy.” A grape soda mustache had formed over his upper lip.

“You planning on fighting his old man?”

“Don’t be stupid. I meant something else.”

“What are you talking about?”

“You know what I mean, Rico.” He looked at him sidelong. “You know.” 

“No. No way, man. No.”

Joey shook his head emphatically. “You talking about that voodoo crap again? No way in the moon. No dice, Vice. You start messing ’round with that stuff, and it gets weird real quick. It gets...” he paused for affect, “...frakked up.”

Rico laughed at him. “How the hell do you know? Are you a voodoo expert?”

“I thought you were on my side.”

“I am,” said Rico, still skating on the rail. “But not because it’s weird. I just think it’s stupid.”

“And a little scary, right?”

“I’m talking about the book!” Lucas said to shut them down. “What the hell are you two talking about?”

Rico and Joey both stopped and looked at him.

“Yeah. Same. We’re talking about the book, too,” said Rico. “What did you think? That’s why it’s stupid. No book can do anything for us.”

“Except teach us to read,” said Joey. He flicked Rico’s ear. “You’ll learn next year. It starts with A. Next is B, then C.”

“Don’t be wise, Bubble Eyes.” Rico flicked Joey’s ear back. “I mean it can’t do anything like voodoo.”

They had found an old book the year before in the caves by the west stream. Old, heavy and leather-bound. Its pages held the promise of strange things. Creatures were drawn and pledges spelled out in incredible detail. It might have been someone’s D&D project, except for the professional binding and age. It obviously predated any games they knew of, so they thought it might be worth something to a collector. They buried it until they could find out more, research it. They never did.

“No, that’s why it’s scary and weird.” Joey popped his bubblegum. “And a little freaky, right? I mean, that book had dried blood on it. Blood, gentlemen. Bah-lud. You feel me?”

“It didn’t have blood on it,” Lucas said.

“It was written in blood, Lucas. Written... in... blood.” Joey emphasized each word. “Nothing good comes from things written in blood. I can assure you of that. Truly.”

“Blood moon.” Rico howled like a wolf at the moon. “It wasn’t written in blood, you bonehead. It was red ink. And the pages were old, so it looked funny. I guarantee, it wasn’t written in blood.”

Lucas wasn’t so sure. When it came to the book, none of them were sure of anything.

Joey popped his gum. “If Tommy was here, he’d side with me. He thinks it’s blood, too. I mean, they didn’t have red ink back in the 1500s.”

“1500s?” Lucas started walking again and they followed. “Who said it was written in the 1500s?”

“It was written a thousand years ago, at least. That thing was old as hell.” Joey started counting the ties again under his breath.

Lucas rolled his eyes. “A thousand years ago would be longer than 1500, you xylophone brain! Fifteen hundred is like five hundred years ago. Four hundred and seventy-nine, to be exact. And the book would be dust by now, if that was true. I think it’s from like the 1920s or something. In amazing shape, though. The binding was like new.”

“Because it’s magic,” Joey insisted. “Black magic kept it in good shape. Bad voodoo. You don’t want to mess with that shit.”

“Ah, you don’t know anything,” Rico said and started humming. Suddenly he couldn’t get Black Magic Woman out of his head. He caught himself and growled. “Dammit, see what you did? Why do slow songs stick the worst?”

“I think it is magic,” Lucas said. “And we can use it to help Tommy. I think so.”

“True that,” said Joey. “It’s voodoo, alright. But... for sure we shouldn’t mess with it.”

Rico stopped humming. “You guys are funny. And you’re idiots. It’s a book, that’s all. A stupid book. She can’t do a damn thing for us. It might be worth something though. Could we sell it? It’s old. Maybe it’s an antique.”

“She? It’s not a ship, dude,” Lucas said.

“She can’t help us, but we can sell her.”

“I doubt it. Besides, we buried it last summer.”

“Yeah, but we know where it’s buried.”

“Nah,” Joey said, “some animal’s eaten it by now. Or wood rot got to it. Fungus and shit.”

“Wood rot?” Rico punched his shoulder. “Not as bad as your crotch rot, that’s for sure.”

“It’s true,” said Joey. “I mean, not the crotch, but the wood. The cover was wood and the pages... well, paper is wood. Termites are all over in the woods like this. I bet it’s a pile of gross maggot chips by now.”

Lucas shrugged. “Let’s dig it up and see.”

“No, man. Can we change the subject?” Joey pulled at his crotch. “Now you said that, I gotta pee. Thanks.”

“Don’t blame me. It’s all that soda you drank, pee brain. Although now that you mention it...” His grape soda was about to need expulsion, too.

They lined up along the west side of the tracks and unzipped. They pissed on the weeds, and each tried to shoot the farthest.

“Hey, why isn’t your pee purple?” Joey asked. “I mean, if you drink grape juice, shouldn’t your pee be purple? Or purply?”

Lucas giggled. “It doesn’t work that way, moron.”

“Then how does it work?”

“I don’t know. But not like that. Why don’t you ask Mr. Wolfson next year in science?” He was betting that would be an interesting lesson and good for a few classroom guffaws. And he actually was kind of wondering himself. Why wasn’t it purple?

They zipped up and hoisted their bulky backpacks over their shoulders. Less than fifty yards ahead, they could see the trestle. It stretched out across a shallow gully. Solid steel tracks over a slow brook only twenty feet below. Shallow, but that’s not how it looked to the boys. To them, it was the flimsiest of thin rails spanning a mile over a ravine at least two hundred feet above a raging river. It was the terror that guarded the entryway to the rest of the woods. A moat filled with crocodiles could not have served as a better deterrent. It kept more than one young hiker from going any further. 

But the boys had crossed it every summer without fail. Not one injury. A few tears and one involuntary wetting of the pants two years earlier, but never any serious injuries. That knowledge did little to lessen the fear of crossing it each and every time.

Joey was the only one able to pass over the trestle without a care. The others often joked it was his psychopathic brain that didn’t understand fear. Crazy doesn’t get scared, because crazy doesn’t get it. And like every trip every year, he skated over the rails and danced a jig on the other side. He goaded the others to hurry up.

“Come on!”

“Wait,” Lucas said. He dropped to his knees and pressed his ear to the rail. No vibration meant no train was coming. “It’s clear.”

“I know it’s clear, you pansies,” Joey taunted. “I just crossed it. Come on.”

Rico went next. He walked straight down the middle of the railway ties, looking only at the ties and not the stream below. He took one step with his right foot, then the left joined. It was an awkward, slow process, but eventually he reached the other side. Unlike Joey, who waited right at the edge, Rico walked ten feet from the trestle, safe on solid ground, before taking a breath.

Lucas went last. He suppressed the desire to get down on all fours and crawl across. That was for babies. He couldn’t do that anymore. But each step convinced him he would tumble over the side or slide between the ties and break his leg. Or neck. Never mind that he wouldn’t fit between the ties, the risk of falling through was real to him.

One more step. Then another.

Are my shoes vibrating? They feel like it.

“Guys. I think a train is coming.”

He was in the middle of the trestle. Dead center. It seemed ten miles to the end and ten back to the start.

“Come on, already,” Joey whined. 

Rico listened at the rail. He claimed he felt his ear tremble slightly. “It’s like a bee humming. Or it’s like...” He stood up fast. “There’s a train!”

“What?” Lucas felt his legs wobble. If a train came now, he would have to jump. He’d be killed by the fall; he was sure of it. “What?” He could think of nothing else to say. He took another step.

“Faster,” Rico pleaded. “Come on, man. You gotta run now.” He ventured a few steps closer to the trestle. It was clear he didn’t like it, but he went right to the edge and held out his hand. “Quick, man. You gotta run. Now!”

Lucas took another step, his arms extended for balance. He was sure his feet would vibrate out of his shoes. The train had to be around the corner. Any minute, it would barrel over the rails and crush him. He stepped faster onto the next two ties. Then he froze, and something grabbed him.

Creature from below the trestle!

It has four hands. 

Joey and Rico yanked him off the trestle and dragged him away from the rails. They pulled him down, and all three fell onto the grass and skidded down the six-foot slope to the forest edge. Tiny pebbles scuffed their elbows and shins.

They waited and panted. There was no train.

“You okay?” Rico asked. 

Lucas nodded. “Thanks. I’m okay.”

Joey stood up and brushed his arms off. “There is no damn train, you four-eyed wussies.”

“I thought there was one,” Rico said. “I’m sorry. It felt... I mean I thought I felt—”

“Me too,” said Lucas. “I felt something. And you’re the one with glasses, Joseph. Why are you calling us four-eyed?”

Joey pointed to each of their faces. “Two and two equals four.”

That sent them into a howl of laughter. You couldn’t argue with Joey, but that was the beauty of it. He was simple and strange but fun to have around. He didn’t get a lot of things right, but he would never turn his back on them.

Then Joey’s eyes grew wide.

“Oh dang. Check your pack. You didn’t crush the beer, did you?”

Lucas opened his backpack. The can of beer was intact. They sighed in relief and climbed back up the slope and onto the tracks. Their camp was less than a mile away, but the sun was setting fast. They sped up the pace. Rico hummed and Joey went back to counting the ties as he jumped on each one. Lucas smiled. The air smelled fresh. It was a good night to be alive. The first camping trip of the summer had officially begun.

The first of many things had begun.

▼

Spirits in the Night
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​Chapter 3
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The campsite remained where they had left it, fifty yards from the tracks, nestled in a tight clearing surrounded by a circle of trees. The burnt remains of their last campfire, now three-quarters of a year old, had scattered away, but the charred rocks surrounding it were still there. Year after year, those rocks remained. One constant in an ever-changing world. Even the two logs they used to sit on were still there.

Lucas sized up the clearing. “Is there enough room for the new tent? It’s bigger, you know. The last tent was a pup.”

“It’s a tent, not a deluxe condo,” Joey said. “It’ll fit. We can move the logs if we need to.”

There was no need. The tent was smaller than the ads had promised. It would not have fit all four of them and would barely fit three. It took the boys half an hour to assemble it, and not all the parts fit well. When finished, it stood only four feet high with little space to stretch out. But it was done, and the sun had gone to bed. They stood outside and inspected it.

Lucas put his hands on his hips and lauded their work. “A fine job, men. Wish Tommy was here to see it.”

“Yeah, well.” Rico summed it up best in those two words. Yeah, well. Nothing we can do about it. “Let’s build a fire before the mosquitoes and bears eat us.”

“And I’m getting hungry.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

They gathered dry twigs and bark chips for kindling and two bigger branches to fuel the fire once it got going. If nothing else, they were skilled at the finer points of camping. Joey used his lighter to start the twigs. The fire was blazing in minutes. A red and orange beacon in the forest, it crackled and spun shadows that quivered around the trees. As always, the campsite was spooky, but that’s what made it fun. Perfect for scary story time at midnight. The anticipation put them all in a good mood.

They sat around the fire, roasted hot dogs, and talked about movies and TV shows. The Incredible Hulk, Happy Days, and whether MASH would ever end. Would the new chick on Charlie’s Angels last? Battlestar Galactica and whether it could be real—that life here began out there, far across the universe. They still hadn’t seen the movies Halloween or Friday the 13th, as their parents wouldn’t allow it, but Joey claimed his cousin had a plan for sneaking in to see Phantasm at the Peoria Rialto Theater. Lucas was reading Stephen King’s ‘Salem’s Lot, because there was no age limit on books, even the ones with gore and curse words. Rico was reading The Slime Beast by Guy N. Smith. This required a round-table discussion that ate up half an hour.

As for the hot dogs, they liked them burnt; Joey liked his incinerated, black with bubbles. The subsequent marshmallows flamed up nicely, melted and black—perfect s’more-building consistency. They feasted well, and when the first of two marshmallow bags was devoured, they brought out the can of beer and placed it in front of them on a rock.

They admired it for a minute. Shiny with bright colors. Beer labels seemed to have such flair.

“Go ahead,” Rico said.

Lucas popped the top. It fizzed and sprayed out a quarter of its contents on the side. They did not yet understand the physics of beer. Shaking it all day in a backpack required a good amount of time to settle. It didn’t matter. They already didn’t like the smell.

“You first,” Rico said.

“You. I opened it.”

Joey grabbed the can. “Oh, for cracker’s sake! I’ll do it. You ladyfingers watch how a man drinks.” He sipped and tried not to grimace. His puckered face said it might be the worst thing he’d ever had in his mouth—and he once ate a grasshopper on a dare. But he couldn’t admit to hating it. That would label him a pansy. Instead, he grinned with satisfaction. “Smooth. Nice.”

Lucas went next. It tasted like warm piss. He hated it but swallowed anyway and twisted out of a scowl and into a gratified smile. He smacked his lips. “Ahhh... yeah. Good brew.”

Rico sipped last and winced; he couldn’t hide his revulsion. “Are you sure this can didn’t go bad? Is it supposed to taste like this?”

They had no clue. It was their first beer.

“Yeah, I think so,” Joey said. He took another sip to prove his worth. “Yeah. Good stuff. I’m getting’ a buzz on.”

Rico sipped again, and Lucas pretended. He touched his lips to the vile liquid and faked a swallow. They all professed a love for the beer. It was what men did. They drank warm piss brew, apparently.

We’re men now. We drink beer.

But Joey had another surprise for them.

“Look what I’ve got.” He produced a whole cigarette. Not a butt, half smoked, but a clean new cigarette. “Nothing better with a brewski than a cigarette after dinner.”

“Holy cow.” Lucas took it and rolled it in his fingers. He sniffed it. “Where’d you get it?”

“My mom’s purse. She pretends she doesn’t sneak one while we’re at school, but I know she does.”

“You stole it from your mom?”

“Is that a crime? You want me to steal one from a store? I’d go to jail, man. Here, give it.”

He put a small twig in the fire. When it was aflame, he held it to the end of the cigarette. Then he put it to his mouth, but it had already gone out. 

“I think you gotta puff on it when the fire is on it,” Lucas said. “I saw it once on TV. Give it here.”

He tried that, and sure enough it worked. Smoke filled his young lungs and burned. He coughed it out and briefly felt like throwing up. Minutes later, he was okay but didn’t want any more of it. “Smooth. It’s menthol. Have a drag.”

Joey and Rico both pretended to inhale. The smoke barely caressed the insides of their mouths before they blew it out. No smoke rings, but they swore they could do it.

“Yeah, I think that was a ring,” Rico said. “Good one.”

They pretended to see another one. The cigarette made its rounds.

“Man, this is the life,” Lucas said. “Camping out, having a beer and a smoke. Too bad Tommy couldn’t be here. Man, he’d love this shit.”

Swearing, smoking, drinking. The trifecta.

They would all be thirteen this year. Adults now, in their minds. On the cusp of R-rated movies and seedy bars. All just a few years away.

“Yeah,” said Lucas. He passed the cigarette back to Joey.

Women, the final piece of the man puzzle, were not yet entirely on his young mind, but they began to be. A little bit. He could fake that part, too. He commented on the hot chicks on TV, or the one on the poster for the new Cars album. Rico and Joey showed more interest, but he suspected it might be fake. They were still a year from really understanding such things.

“You think Tommy is okay?” Rico asked. “Man, I wish he had come with us. Feels like we left a man behind. You don’t leave a man behind. They say that in all the war movies.”

Lucas felt bad about it, too. He poked at the fire and watched it burn. Sparks popped; flames licked at the air. “We did leave him behind. We’re men, but we’re not good men.”

Joey shrugged. “What could we do?”

He finished the cigarette and mashed it under his sneaker. Then he picked it up and flicked it into the fire. He took another sip of the beer and handed it to Lucas. 

One sip was all Lucas could stand. He almost spat it out. He was tempted to pour the rest out on the grass behind him and pretend to have gulped it when the others weren’t looking. For now, he sat it down on the ground.

The night wore on, and it came time to tell ghost stories. Midnight was the tradition, the witching hour. It was only ten-thirty now, but they couldn’t wait. Usually, these stories were merely retellings of movies they had seen or stories they had read, or something they had seen on the news. Occasionally, the tale was spawned from an urban legend. They settled in with cokes and root beer, and Joey needed one more flaming marshmallow to coat his stomach. It was Lucas’ turn to spin a yarn.

“Ready?” Lucas asked.

The others nodded. Joey blew out his marshmallow and scooped the blackened goo into his mouth.

Lucas drew a breath and began.

“This is a good one. It’s about Colin Clay, known as Colin the Claw. You see, there was a man who lived in a small town in the mountains. Cold Pines it was called. Kind of a loner, except for his family. And he had one regular hand and one claw with two hooks for fingers. You know, instead of the other hand. Like Captain Hook, but with two hooks. He used this to kill children in the woods and bring them back home to his wife and daughters. He’d cut them up, clean them like fish, and stuff them in the freezer. Then, when the time was right, his family cooked them and ate them.”

Joey and Rico gave him a respectful oooh. Their eyes were glued to the fire as they listened. Satisfied, Lucas continued.

“So, one night, Colin the Claw comes home and sees the house is a mess. He’s in a bad mood because he didn’t catch no little kids that day. So, you know what he did?”

They shook their heads and waited.

“He killed his wife and kids. Set them on fire and roasted them right there in the kitchen. He ate them all. Roasted.”

A twig snapped in the forest. Their heads swung in its direction. Something rustled the leaves. They paused to see if other sounds might follow, then looked back at the fire.

“Just the wind,” Rico said. “Go on.”

“So, after he eats his family, he sets fire to the house. And guess what? He burns in the house, too! Burns himself alive.”

“Whoa,” Joey said.

“Yeah, but that’s not the end of it. He doesn’t die. You see, he—”

Another twig snapped. A low growl drifted from the trees. The wind brought a leaf spinning toward the fire ring. It skated over the rocks and blew on. The boys scooted closer to the fire.

“Anyway, he comes back to life. Like a ghost or something. And he spends the next ten years roaming the woods looking for little kids to eat.”

A rustling disturbed the bushes. Then a hiss.

“Okay, that noise was real,” Rico said, “and it’s right over there. Something is out there, man.”

“It’s a squirrel or a rat,” Lucas said. “A snake. Forget it. So, the story goes that Colin the Claw is still out in the woods somewhere, eating little boys and girls. And someone said they saw him here! Last summer. Right here, he—”

A roar interrupted him as a beast bounded from the trees. Waving its barbed claw hands, it cast ten-foot shadows over the ground and charged Lucas. It pounced on him with a growl and grabbed his head.

And then it ruffled his hair and laughed.

It was Tommy.

“What the hell, man!” Joey yelled. “You almost made me choke on my ’mallow.”

Rico smiled and winked. He stood up and slapped hands with Tommy. “That was awesome. Truly awesome.”

Lucas’ heart was pounding, but he was glad to see his friend. “Yeah. Pretty good. You got us good, man. Real good.” 

He punched Tommy’s arm and saw him wince. New bruises. Lucas pretended he didn’t notice. Tommy never liked to talk about it.

“I scared you powder puffs so bad,” Tommy smirked, rubbing his arm. “Joey, seriously, dude, you peed yourself.”

Joey looked down. “No, I didn’t.”

“Yeah, well, made ya look.” Tommy noticed the beer. “Hey, you brought it. How was it?” 

He lifted the can, still a quarter full, and swallowed the last of it. Unlike the others, this wasn’t his first beer. His stepdad had given him a can on a number of occasions. ‘Father of the Year’ he was not. Tommy said “aah,” crushed the can in his hand and tossed it on the fire.

“Gentlemen, that was excellent.”

And then the realization hit the other three. He had come here by himself, in the dark. He had crossed the trestle alone, in the dark. He was a legend. He was a fucking legend.

“How did you get here?” Lucas asked.

“I flew. Same as you. Jet pack.”

“You walked all the way here by yourself? You crossed the damn trestle by yourself? Dude, that takes balls the size of Chicago.”

“Truly, truly,” Rico agreed. “Man, no way I’d be out here in these woods alone.”

“Had to,” Tommy said. “One of Baker’s loser friends came over. Some mouth breather with tattoos all over him. Scary muthufuckah. As soon as Aaron went to sleep and mom passed out, I snuck out through my bedroom window.”

“Won’t they notice?”

“Nah. They’ll be drunk by now. TV was too loud. No way they heard me. Baker and his friend were yammering on about some stupid plan to steal a car over in Pekin. Idiots. I hope they get caught and go to jail. Hey, I’m starving.”

He sat down on the log, shoved a hot dog onto the end of Lucas’ stick and held it over the fire. While it cooked, he jammed a marshmallow into his mouth.

“You eating that raw?”

“It’s a marshmallow, man. Don’t need to flame it.”

“Don’t need to,” Rico said, “but it’s highly recommended.”

“You’re a brave man,” Lucas said, placing a hand gently on his friend’s shoulder, careful to avoid exacerbating any of the bruises. “A brave soul.”

“Living my life,” Tommy said as he tended to the roasting of his hot dog over the fire. “And yes, I am a legend. The king of the gypsies, I am.” 

That cracked them up.

“You’re funny as hell,” Lucas said.

“I heard your story, by the way. You got it all wrong. Colin Clay didn’t eat his family. He burned his house down, that’s all. I think for the insurance money. He never died, so he never came back. And he never ate any little kids. But...”

“Yeah?”

“I like your story better.” Tommy bit into his hot dog; he ate it straight from the stick, no bun. “Yours has more moxie. You’re a good storyteller, Lucas. Someday you should be a screenwriter or a movie director.”

“Maybe.”

“Yeah, yeah,” Rico agreed.

“Toss me three masha’mallows, young Joseph.” At this point, Tommy was more interested in his stomach than anything else. “The fake parents don’t feed us anything but garbage. Remind me to take some back for Aaron.”

He referred to his mom and stepdad as the fake parents, or sometimes the Fakers. His mom wasn’t so bad—when she was sober. She tried. But the other one was a zero. His real dad had left years ago. Tommy was convinced that he and his little brother had real, better parents out there somewhere. He had to. God wouldn’t saddle him with the two assholes he lived with now. Not for real. It was all a big misunderstanding, and someday it would get sorted out. That kept him going. That kept him sane and got him out of bed every morning.

Raindrops began to spit down from the sky. First, they heard them on the leaves and trees, then they felt drops on their arms and heads.

“Raining,” Lucas said. “We better get in the tent. See, man? My new tent. We got it up.”

“Awesome.”

“Truly.”

They piled inside
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