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			Dedication
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I love you and miss you.
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			One

			The world outside sounded menacing as loud, thunderous cracks rained down on the home. Bright lights filled the night sky, and the gaps in the curtains allowed lightning strikes to race across the room, giving the illusion of figures dancing on the walls. Another flash like the cracking of a whip was followed by thunder. The sound resonated and vibrated throughout the home. I watched my boys lunge from their chairs, running from window to window like a well-choreographed dance routine, trying to catch a glimpse of the outside world as the lightning display continued.

			The wind howled and whistled as it raced past the house. Thunder roared, followed by several lightning strikes—one too close for comfort. The loud pop sent my boys spiraling back from the window. I peeked over my book and watched them bounce into the family room where I sat. My youngest son, thirteen-year-old Daniel, stayed close behind his older brother, trying to hide his fear. I knew Zack and Daniel had never experienced a storm like this.

			The room was large, quiet, and dimly lit by a single reading light behind my old reclining chair. On one of the walls, picture frames reminisced of family memories—a mixture of old and new. A flat-screen television was mounted on the north wall. My chair and a couch sat facing that direction. The tall floor light behind me flickered as another lightning bolt rocked the windows. Heavy curtains hid the large bay window on the exterior wall. Faint glowing lights peeked through with each lightning flash. Large oak bookcases, each shelf filled with books, flanked the windows.

			The wind roared louder, giving the illusion of a freight train passing by our house. As the storm grew in intensity, Zack and Daniel nervously looked at one another and began to stare at me, watching as I calmly sat in my chair, reading one of my many books.

			The howling winds grew louder and louder, and the rain pounded on the windows as another bright flash illuminated the room. Another loud crack, and the boys jumped once again. The lights flickered before going out, drowning the room in total darkness.

			I, John Malone, was always prepared as I pulled a box of matches from my front pocket. I opened them, grabbed a match, and struck it against the side of the box. We could hear the matchstick slide against the rough, sandpaper surface. The sulfur smell filled my nose as the match ignited a bright yellow flame.

			The light was enough to cast a dim glow across the room. Reaching for the drawer on the wooden table next to my chair, I opened it, pulled out a short, stubby candle, and placed the match to the candlewick. The smell of the burnt match hung in the air as I shook my hand from side to side to extinguish its flame. I gently tilted the candle to its side, dripping a few drops of hot wax on a small plate next to me. I slowly pushed the candle into the liquid puddle, securing it to the plate.

			“Zack, Daniel, come over here.” I smiled as I motioned them over. “Each of you needs to take a candle,” I told the boys and pulled two more from the drawer.

			Zack and Daniel seemed a little skittish in the dark; I watched as they made their way toward me. I could see the nervousness in their eyes as they each reached out to take a candle from my hand. Another intense lightning strike hit directly outside the home. Daniel jumped at the blast; I could tell his heart was racing by the look in his eyes. He glanced at his older brother to make sure he hadn’t noticed. The lightning had also caught Zack off guard; he flinched, and his eyes grew wide. They both gazed at each other and shared a brief chuckle. I smiled as I watched my two alpha boys trying to hide their fear.

			Zack and Daniel extended their candles over the flame one at a time. The boys glided back to the couch, plopped themselves down, and glanced back at me. Shaking my head, I stood and grabbed my plate with one hand. I cupped my other hand around the candle flame, forming a barrier to block the breeze as I walked. I felt the candle’s warmth against my fingers as I tried to ensure it stayed lit. The boys seemed impressed. I made my way to the kitchen, pulled two more small plates from the cupboard and slid them under my plate before returning to the family room.

			“Boys, the wax will burn your finger if you keep holding them in your hand.” I chuckled a bit. Handing one plate to each of the boys, I showed them how to secure the candle to the plate with a few drops of hot wax.

			“Now, we have enough light in here,” I mentioned as I eased myself back into my favorite chair.

			“Where did you learn that? How to stick it to the plate and keep it lit?” asked Daniel.

			Throwing a smug look at his brother, Zack retorted, “That’s obvious. He learned it from books.”

			“Well, to be honest, I didn’t learn this from any book. It was something your grandfather taught me.” I paused. “He taught me many things, including how to survive in the wilderness.”

			“That’s cool. So now what, we sit in the dark?” Daniel asked, changing the subject as a look of boredom shot across his long face.

			“What do you mean, ‘now what?’” I replied, surprised by the question. “You don’t know what to do without power?”

			“Not exactly,” a bewildered Daniel replied.

			“The cable went out a little while ago, we’ve got no cell service, and I can’t even play the games on my phone because my battery died,” Zack explained in disgust.

			The tone of his voice said it all: the boys were frustrated without the luxury of electricity and modern technology. I snickered and offered them each a book. They sneered at the idea of having to read during summer vacation.

			“You guys want to play a board game?” I asked with a glimmer of hope that they might say yes.

			“No!” the boys replied in unison and shook their heads.

			“Back when I was young, we didn’t have all the electronics you have today. Everything was different, right down to the telephone,” I said.

			“What do you mean the telephone was different?” asked Daniel.

			I was a little taken aback by his question. I had never given it much thought that they didn’t know what it was like growing up thirty years ago. “Let me explain. Phones were only found inside the home, mounted to the wall or sitting on a small table with the receivers attached to a long, curly cord. You couldn’t go too far from the phone when we were kids, maybe five or six feet if you were lucky. Today, all phones are like having a personal computer in your pocket.”

			Outside, the storm raged on; the rain came in heavy spurts before fading to a drizzle, alternating back and forth. We could still hear the rumbling of thunder in the distance, but it grew louder as the next wave approached. None of us knew how long the storm would last or how long the power would be out.

			I explained to them that I remembered when the first microwave ovens came out—how large they were, complete with a rotary dial knob to set the cooking time, not the tiny push-button type like we had in our kitchen today. The boys didn’t know how lucky they were to have all the luxuries of today.

			I told them about black-and-white television sets and how we had only three or four channels to watch. VHS tapes and eight-track players were also famous, but they were soon replaced with cassette tapes, only to be replaced with compact discs. I explained to the boys that most music and movies have gone digital, even books. Things were a lot different when I was a kid.

			Much to my delight, the boys seemed interested in learning about the past. They were paying attention to my story, which surprised me a little.

			“Would you like to hear more about my childhood, maybe even some of the wild adventures I had?” I asked excitedly and waited for their reply.

			“Sure, why not?” Zach replied.

			“That sounds great,” Daniel chimed in. 

			They seemed delighted to learn more about my life as a child. While I was saddened a little that they didn’t want to read a book or play a board game with me, spending one-on-one time with the boys would be great.

			“Why now? Why haven’t you shared any stories about your childhood before?” asked Zack.

			I paused, placed my hand on my chin, and briefly scratched it. “I think you’re old enough now to handle some of the stories; they can be pretty scary.”

			“Fire away,” Zack demanded as I watched both boys bob their heads.

			I’ve never taken the time to tell the boys much about my childhood. Since they appear fascinated and I have their attention, this may be the perfect time to share a story or two.

			Where to begin, I thought. Ah, yes. A faint smile spread across my face. A ghost adventure came to mind...

			“The year was 1975. I must have been about the same age as you are today, somewhere around thirteen or fourteen. I grew up in a small town in central Pennsylvania, located at the foot of the Allegheny Mountains, smack dab in the middle of nowhere, a place called Lizardville. The population was about five hundred, which might be generous.”

			“Stop, stop, stop,” Zack interrupted. “So, you want us to believe that you lived in a town called Lizardville? Why didn’t you ever mention this before? And what kind of a name is that for a town?” The boys chuckled and laughed; all I could do was smile.

			“Please, let me explain. I always thought it was a cool name. But your grandmother,” I sighed and paused briefly, “well, she didn’t like it, not one bit. After we grew up and moved away, she told my brother and me to never tell anyone we grew up in Lizardville. I respected my mother, so I kept my mouth shut. But today, I’ll share this with you.” I grinned conspiratorially. “Okay, so where was I?  Oh, yes...”
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			“What was it like growing up in Lizardville? Well, things were a lot different back then. Let’s go back to the beginning. A great flood hit Lizardville long before I was born, maybe even before my parents were around. There had never been much in the town, but there was an ax factory with a large dam. The only things that survived the storm were the dam keeper’s house and another home that sat up on the side of the mountain.

			“The flood was so bad it left part of the ax factory dam in ruins. Piles of rubble remained on one side of the dam; the water tore a large hole through the dam’s base, and it’s still that way today. The nearby side escaped the force of the rushing water and remained intact. I think the lookout tower survived because it was in the middle of the dam. The ax factory and the surrounding buildings were all but destroyed. After that, the property remained abandoned for years. Over time, some buildings had to be torn down, leaving only the main factory.

			“Years passed before the state finally put the property up for sale. It was a closed-bid auction. They say my parents were the only ones who bid on the dam keeper’s house, so naturally, they won. Next thing I knew, we were living in Lizardville.

			“In its glory days, the dam keeper’s house sat on the banks of a beautiful lake created by the dam. When we got there, only swamplands surrounded the home, and on the other side of the swamp was a river called Big Fishing Creek.

			“Our house sat down in a valley between two small mountains; when I say small, I mean between two and three thousand feet tall. Wildlife roamed the woods: deer, bear, and porcupines, to name a few. You name it, they say it lived in those woods.”
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			“Whoa, dude, wait a minute! You’re making this stuff up,” Zack exclaimed.

			“Porcupines are dangerous? Did you ever come face to face with one? Can they throw needles from their body?” questioned Daniel.

			“I’ve never seen one do that, and I have been pretty close to one or two in my time.” I shot the boys a sly grin, making them wonder if I was hiding something. The boys nodded for me to continue, so, I did.
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			“Our place sat down on the north side of the valley floor. It was an old two-story home built around the turn of the century, and if you counted the basement and attic, it had four levels. It was a small two-bedroom home with only one bathroom, and there was little room when you had to share space with your older brother.

			“Your Uncle Buck was a year and ten days older than me. He was more than a brother or roommate; he was also my best friend. I looked up to him, even though most of the time we fought and got in trouble like we were trouble magnets or something.

			“The attic was above our bedroom. Our room was the smaller of the two bedrooms, so naturally, the stairway to the attic was in our room. The basement contained three separate rooms: a cold storage room to the right where mother kept her canned goods, a coal room on the left, and in front of that was the old furnace, which made strange growling noises at night. The rest of the basement was a large, wide-open area—a great place to play and gather with friends. The front half of the basement was underground; the outdoor landscape gently sloped, exposing the back half of the basement to the backyard.

			“There was a door in the middle of the cinderblock wall that led to our amazing backyard. It was like no other yard you have ever seen. Some fifty yards away, the yard dipped into the swampy marshlands. Fireflies lit up the swamp at night. You could see hundreds of them flying around, flickering in and out. We used to catch them and keep them in a Mason jar to make homemade nightlights for our room.

			“The one thing we never did was venture too deep into the swamp at night because beavers, muskrats, snakes, and other creatures lurked. Not to mention the legend of the Ax Man who walked around looking for trespassers to cut into pieces!”
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			“What!” Zack spat. “An Ax Man?” He leaped from his chair just as another flash lit up the room. A loud crack of thunder quickly followed, sending vibrations through the window. Outside, the storm raged on.

			“It’s just a myth,” I calmly replied. I could tell Zack was still visibly shaken by the last crack of thunder. Slowly, he eased himself back into his chair and rested his elbows on his knees. He eagerly waited for me to continue my story.
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			“On the valley’s north side was an old two-lane road that hugged the mountain’s base. It wasn’t used that much, mainly by the locals. On the south side of the valley was Big Fishing Creek. It twisted and turned along the curves in the mountain and stretched for miles.”

			“Your Uncle Buck and I spent most of our time in the woods, either fishing, hiking, or camping. Of course, that was when the weather was good.

			“Bobby Parker and his sisters, Sara and Lexi, were our closest neighbors and best friends. They lived east of our house, just downstream from the dam, in the other house that survived the great flood. It was about a five-minute walk to their house. Lexi was the oldest. At sixteen, she was old enough to drive a car when her parents would let her. She didn’t spend much time with our group anymore. Between working and the older boys, she hung out more in town when she had the chance. Bobby was a tall, slim boy and a year older than Buck. Sara was younger than me by a year. She was a short, thin brunette with a cute, little smile that always caught my attention. Her straight, shoulder-length hair was always picture-perfect. I was glad when she finally grew out of the ribbon phase.

			“The five of us spent much time together during the summer months. There were a few other kids who lived nearby. Stewart Braden was an only child; he was a short and stocky kid with curly blond hair, the same age as me. We were even in the same class. Then there was Jimmy Brooker, who lived a little farther away yet still within walking distance. His family lived next to the lumber yard. Jimmy was a little taller than I was and thinner. Also, he was a bit of a wild man, but you could say we all had a wild side. He was the same age as I was but wasn’t in the same class because he had been held back a year.

			“That summer, a new kid arrived, Todd Hanson, who was the same age as Buck. His family bought the house next to Jimmy’s by the lumberyard. He was a stocky, well-built, dark-skinned boy. You could tell he enjoyed working out with weights. Todd came from the big city. His father took a job at the local factory where our dad worked; half the town worked there. Todd felt out of place at first. We could all understand that, having to leave all his close friends back in the city. But it didn’t take long before he fit in with our little gang.

			“Yes, from time to time, there were other kids around. Most of them lived in a small town called Mill Hall, located a few miles away, or Lock Haven, just over the valley. But for the most part, the six of us formed our little, no-named group of troublemakers—eight if you included the girls.”

		

	
		
			Two

			“There was nothing like the first weekend of summer vacation. I remember it like it was yesterday.”
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			The weather was beautiful, seventy-five degrees, and not a cloud in the sky. Buck and I ran from the bus stop to the house, slamming the front door open and banging our way up the stairs to the bedroom. We forgot to stop and say hello to Mother, who was in the kitchen making sandwiches for lunch. Buck and I grabbed our camping gear and dashed from the room. Running downstairs, skipping steps along the way, we checked our gear to ensure we had what we needed.

			“Backpack?” asked Buck.

			“Check.”

			“Sleeping bags and tents?”

			“Check, two of each, along with a pot, frying pan, and silverware, too,” I added.

			“Great. Do you have the fishing poles and tackle box?”

			“Sure do. One thing is for sure, if we had forgotten something, it would only be a short walk back to the house. I think we have everything we need except the food,” I said as I glanced toward the kitchen.

			With long brown hair reaching down to his shoulders, Buck dreamt of being a rock star. He enjoyed rock and roll, often playing air guitar and belting out lyrics in the safety of our room; that would be the closest he would ever get to perform on stage. The only problem was that he didn’t play any instruments, nor could he sing, trust me.

			“Boys,” Mother yelled from the kitchen, “your lunch is ready, just like you asked. I also have several cans of baked beans for your trip.” Mother grinned, and I had an idea what she might be thinking. If we ate baked beans and spent the entire weekend farting, she wouldn’t have to smell it.

			I plopped myself down at the table next to Buck, grabbed a sandwich, and took a nice, big bite. The sweet taste of the peanut butter and jelly swirled in my mouth. Holding my glass of milk, I washed it down. Buck snatched up his sandwich and gobbled it down one bite after another. I watched in amazement as he inhaled it like it was nothing. As I savored another bite, I thought to myself, He should slow down and enjoy it.

			I’d recently turned thirteen, had much shorter hair, and was a bit more reserved than my brother. I enjoyed school and reading, but, like most of the boys in the area, I enjoyed the refreshing sounds and smell of the great outdoors.

			It wasn’t long before Bobby Parker arrived at our door, wearing his signature cut-off jeans and his favorite black t-shirt. We called him Parker, but not because that was his last name. It was because of what had happened the previous summer. Parker liked to hang out at the stone quarry in the evenings. A large boulder, too large to fit in any dump truck, was located at the far end of the quarry. That was his favorite spot to chill. You could see the entire quarry floor from up there. He spent his time relaxing and gazing at the stars. He was fascinated with space and dreamed of being an astronaut when he grew up. Of course, we all knew that Parker would never be an astronaut, mainly because of his grades. At least he had a dream, unlike some of us who had no idea what we wanted to do when we got older.

			One evening, Parker lay in his favorite spot, enjoying the cool summer breeze as he gazed at the night sky when he noticed a set of headlights coming down the road. He slid down and took cover behind one of many large mounds of gravel. It was a quiet place to park your car and a great place to make out. Some older boys from the surrounding towns often brought their girlfriends to the quarry. Some of us were still not interested in girls, at least not like that, but the older boys sure were. So, Parker saw this car roll up not far from him and shut its lights off.

			A few moments passed, and Parker became curious. He wanted to see what was going on in the car. Parker quietly got up and walked down to the car to take a peek. He told everyone it was an old fifty-seven Chevy, a sweet ride with the car’s back end raised or “jacked up,” as the kids used to say.

			Parker told us that if he made any noise, the couple in the car would be startled and stop doing whatever they were doing. So, Parker sneaked right up to the window, peeked in, and was shocked at what he saw. He told us he had never seen anything like it. Parker was so stunned that he lost his balance and struck his head against the car’s window.

			Now, this startled the couple in the car. Before Parker knew it, the older boy was out of the car, knocked him to the ground, and started punching him. The older boy hit him several times before Parker could squirm away and get to his feet to run. It was easy for him to get away from the other boy since the fellow had no shoes and running on the stones would be hard on his feet. He heard the older boy calling him names as he ran away.

			There was no way the other boy was going to find Parker. No one knew the quarry better than him. He said he laughed all the way home that night, and that the black eye was well worth it, but he wouldn’t share any more than that with us, saying we were all too young to know about things like that. He told us there was a name for the couples coming to make out; he called them “parkers” because they parked their cars. So, ever since that night, we called him Parker to remind him of that evening.

			The three of us were all set to begin our weekend camping trip. We strapped on our backpacks and said goodbye to Mother as we headed out the door. It was a short walk to the dam—five minutes at best.

			A little down the road, Buck yelled, “Hey, look! A soda bottle.” I watched as he pulled it from the weeds. Bottles added up; we would take them to the store and get the five-cent deposit back.

			We collected all the soda bottles we could for the refund money. We already had a few hidden in the control tower at the dam. Our special place was under some loose boards directly beneath one of the control panels. A large metal storage box was buried under the floor, and we stored all kinds of stuff inside—anything we wanted to keep safe or hidden from our parents. When we had enough bottles, we’d take them back to the store and buy more soda with the money.

			The three of us continued along the road, kicking up the small gravel stones. We didn’t see any cars the entire walk. In the distance, I saw two figures pacing back and forth on the dam. As we got a little closer, it was easy to see that it was Stewart and Jimmy.

			The dam was our playground. What remained of the dam was a ten-foot-wide walkway at the base; it stood almost the same in height. The pitch of the dam made it easy to walk to the top, where it opened up with another large walkway. It stretched a hundred yards across the valley floor, reaching the mountain’s base. Big Fishing Creek flowed right up to it and made its way to the south side, where the dam gave way when it broke. The waters roared and swirled as they flowed around what remained of the broken-down concrete structure.

			The old tower stood almost twenty feet in the air and was located right in the middle of the dam. The concrete room at the top had seen better days. I was glad the stairs leading up to the top were also concrete. They looked weathered yet sturdy. The control room at the top was the best clubhouse you could ever want; it overlooked the entire valley below. You could even see our house off in the distance, along with the Parkers’ home on the mountain’s side.

			When we arrived, Buck ran upstairs to stash the soda bottle. The control room had several boarded-up windows and others that were completely missing. The old controls and electrical panels were still intact, but none worked. Still, it was fun to pretend they did. Some kids had treehouses; we had the old dam control room, a king’s castle, if I say so myself.

			Stewart paced back and forth in his ratty, old blue jeans and plaid shirt as he waited for the rest of us to arrive. Stewart was an only child, and his mother and father worked all the time, allowing him plenty of free time to do whatever he wanted. He left them a note explaining that he was going camping for the weekend. His parents would be okay with that. They bought him anything he wanted. He always had the best tent, sleeping bag, and all-around camping equipment. He was the first of us to have a small motor scooter; that’s why we called him Scooter.

			On the other hand, there was Jimmy, the wild man of our group. He wore his favorite brown corduroy shorts with a stained, white muscle t-shirt; his beat-up sneakers showed us he wore no socks. Most boys wore socks pulled up to their knees but not Jimmy. He was always different and never seemed afraid of anything. He was a daredevil, a risk taker who always accepted any challenge, even fashion. He wasn’t scared of rattlesnakes either. One time, he found a copperhead snake, which is very poisonous. Before we knew it, Wildman Jimmy walked up to it, grabbed a stick, and began playing with it.

			As we approached the dam, Scooter yelled out, “It’s about time you slugs got here. We’ve been waiting for hours.” We all knew that wasn’t true since school had only been out for an hour.

			I watched two large crows fly in and land on the top of the tower. They cawed as they sat and watched our every movement with their beady eyes. Jimmy and I both glanced up, and an eerie feeling sent shivers down my back.

			“Have you ever seen crows that size before?” asked Jimmy.

			“Not really. I guess they eat well,” I chuckled.

			“They’re scary, don’t you think?”

			“I guess. I mean, they’re just crows.” I remember feeling a little confused by Jimmy’s question, but when I think back, they were the most enormous crows I had ever seen; something about them didn’t seem right. 

			“Has anyone seen or heard from Todd?” I asked the group, shifting Jimmy’s thoughts away from the crows.

			We all looked at each other for a moment when Scooter chimed in, “Last night, he told me he would be here. He said he might be a little late. He couldn’t leave until his mother got home.”

			The subject quickly changed. “Johnny, Scooter, Wildman, check your bags. Let me know how much food you have,” demanded Parker. No one wanted to upset Parker, so we did what he asked. After all, he was the leader of our little group.

			We each held up three cans of beans. “Great, each of you owes me one can of beans,” he shouted. “You had better hope you can catch some fish if you want to eat. Either that or die of starvation. And if you die, I’ll have to feed you to the bears.” Parker laughed, followed by Buck, who also demanded a can from each of us troops.

			We all played along and handed them each a can of beans as requested. I knew Scooter did all the cooking, and we only had one pot, so the beans would be cooked together and divided between the six of us.

			What felt like an hour was only twenty minutes before Todd finally arrived. We spotted him walking alongside the road toward the dam. I thought it was odd that he wasn’t carrying anything—no bag, no tent, flat-out nothing. I thought, How is he going to survive the weekend with no gear?

			“Hi, guys,” Todd said as he approached, waving his hand.

			“Where’s your gear?  You’re not going, are you?” quizzed Parker.

			“I don’t own any camping gear. You guys remember I’m from the city?” Todd gave them a sly grin. “This is my first camping trip. I didn’t know I needed to bring anything. I did borrow some cigarettes from my older brother that I’m willing to share if I can stay in someone’s tent,” he said as he pulled them from his front pocket. None of us smoked, but the older boys might try it.

			“That sounds great, man.” Parker’s smile grew big. “Scooter has the biggest tent. You can stay with him,” he added.

			Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed the two large crows had taken flight and were circling above
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