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“You want to talk about what?”

The old man gaped up at the college-age girl that had come to his table out of the blue and asked her night-ruining question. His root beer, which he had been raising to his lips to take a swig of, now hung in mid-air in his hand like a gavel about to be pounded. Sweat festered on the top of his balding head.

The girl’s face didn’t change. She was a tall, athletic girl with brown hair tied back in a ponytail, a streak of blue contrasting it all tucked behind her left ear. She had her hands stuffed into the pockets of her dark duster; a leather messenger bag was draped over her shoulder. Her pale blue eyes never left his, and even in his growing discomfort, he admired that.

“Kent,” she said, matter of fact. “I want to talk about Kent.”

“Kent who?” He asked dumbly, stalling. Knowing full well what she meant.

It was Bingo Night in the dining hall, and it was still going on, had about another hour or so to go. Most of the other old-timers were in the thick of it, while those who hadn’t chosen to partake had either shuffled off to bed or were about to. He himself was ready to turn in. The missus had gone back to the room half an hour ago, and was, God willing, already asleep. He hoped so; her insomnia had been hell lately.

But now he was starting to wonder if he was going to get any sleep this night at all. Now here was this girl, barely old enough to drink, appearing out of nowhere like a ghost, interrupting what had been a pleasant evening up until now and asking him about-

“Not who,” the girl said. “Where. I want to talk about Kent, Maine.”

And there it was. Like a light switch being flicked on, memories came back to him. The five of them in that stuffy office. The sounds of the phones ringing off the hooks. The cries of the scared townspeople. The lights passing over Webster’s face on their late-night drive.

The screams.

The state of the town when they finally got there.

The figures...

He squeezed his eyes shut, blocking the sights and sounds out until they were nothing more than a dull roar. Once he was certain that the volume was down low, he opened his eyes again.

“Whaddya wanna know about that for?” he asked wearily.

“You’re Jim O’Sullivan, right?” She sat down in the opposite chair without waiting for an invitation. “You were one of the officers that worked the case.”

“I am.” His fingers twitched on the table. His other hand finally remembered that it was still holding the root beer and set it down.

“I want to know about what happened that night. About why the town disappeared like that.”

“What for, for Christ’s sakes?”

“Look, I’ll pay you.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out her wallet. “I’ve got two hundred dollars on me right now. If you want more, I can run across the street to the bank and pull out more.”

Jesus Christ, she’s serious. He shifted uncomfortably. After all these years of flying under the radar, he didn’t know how to handle this kind of brazen curiosity over an affair that was long done with. 

Around him, the sound of the bingo game was in full swing. The helpers were going around and refilling water or root beers for the patrons too wrapped up in winning the grand prize, which tonight was a new rice cooker. The game went on, blissfully unaware of the two people eying each other in the corner of the room, or of the horror story that had gone unspoken for too long that was now in danger of coming to life again.

“Put your money away,” he said finally, and drank from his bottle. “I don’t need money. I’m not a bar performer.”

She blinked, and then put her money back in your wallet.

“I’ll tell you the story. Free of charge. But...are you sure? It’s not a pleasant story. My wife had nightmares for a month after I told her.”

“I’m sure,” she said. A little too quickly; he raised his eyebrow, and she corrected, “I’m sorry, I just...I’ve been trying to find any information I can, and there’s not much to go off of.”

“There’s the official record, which you can find at city hall,” the old man said. “There are records of the Kent Committee in the courtroom archives, if you can stand to stomach all that bullshit. And of course, you can find newspaper clippings in the library archives-”

“But they don’t...” She waved her hands in a wild gesture. “They tell me only bullet points. They don’t tell me what happened. What you all went through. Or why Kent disappeared the way it did. No record in an archive is going to tell me that. Not like you can.”

The old man nodded. It was a good answer. This girl understood, he recognized that; you don’t work as a cop for all the years he had without reading people. She understood that reading and experiencing were two very different acts. She had read, had apparently already searched the records, but now she wanted to experience what no account would ever give her: the truth.

“In that case, we’d better order another round.” He raised his hand to signal the passing helper. “Might even need two or three before we’re done. Talking’s thirsty work, and I’m about to do a lot of it.”

He ordered another root beer, and her a water. That was another good sign; she wanted to be stone cold sober for this telling. She might need a drink before this night was over, but at least for now she was going to hear it in her right mind.

He drummed his fingers on the table, trying to figure out where to begin. The beginning of the story was always important, as important as its ending. The teller needed to set the mood properly, with the right words to let the listener know exactly what they were in for. Any less than that, and this telling wouldn’t work. And this might be the last chance he ever had to tell it right.

He thought about it, and then he began.

“Disasters lose their importance over time, you know,” he began, and he was pleased to not hear any shake in his voice. “Take that Malaysian airline that went missing a while back. Big fuckin’ deal back when it happened, but now it’s just a talking point on one of those Unsolved Mysteries shows. But you think the families of the missing find any entertainment in their loved ones being gone? Likewise, you think the relatives of Kent, Maine – the ones that are left, anyway – you think they don’t feel that loss every day? See, the rest of the world, they move on. For those that lived through it, it won’t ever leave us. You understand?”

The girl nodded earnestly.

“Good. You better.” He took a sip of his drink and sat back. “Here’s what the world knows: during a cold, dark week in November of 1960, the town of Kent, Maine vanished off the face of the earth. Poof. Disappeared without a trace. Folks still to this day don’t know why. And with it went the town’s seven hundred and twenty-eight residents, all disappearing into thin air. In its place, in the spot where the town had stood since its incorporation? Nothing but a crater the size of two football fields.

“Think about that for a minute. Seven hundred and twenty-eight people. A hundred and forty-one men. Two hundred and three women. Three hundred and forty-four children. I’ve never been very good with numbers – I’ll probably mix up dates and times a good amount, and I apologize for that – but on that count, I’ve never forgotten. Not once. I’ll be on my deathbed, and I’ll remember that exact tally, because the numbers aren’t just numbers. They were people, for Chrissakes, same as you and me, with lives and families and dreams for the future. You get that?”

“Yes,” she said.

“You’d better. I won’t tell this story to anyone who doesn’t understand. I won’t.”

“I understand,” she repeated. “Believe me, I do.”

He did believe her. Or at the very least, he wanted to.

“Then grab that water and let’s get started. I’ll try not to ramble too much, but you know how it is with us old folk; the only way to shut us up is to give us our Ambien. And don’t worry about the nightmares you have afterwards. I think a few nightmares every now and again are healthy. Just look at me: turning eighty-seven, and still healthy as a horse. And I’ve had my fair share of nightmares.”

She smiled at this, but he could see the fear in her eyes. That was alright. Anyone who wasn’t scared was a loon, in his opinion. This girl had her wits about her, by God. That was alright. That was perfectly okay.
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