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CHAPTER ONE 

“Good day Mr. Shoreham, I hope you enjoyed the service and thank you for coming.”

As usual, the man walked past the girl without a word, his heavy gumboots thudding on the wooden porch and down the steps of the white-painted church. Abigail sighed. She wanted to be the best Christian she could be, just like her Daddy, but sometimes people made it hard. She watched as the man reached her father and stopped to accept the offered handshake.

“Nice to see you, Willem, always glad when you can make it,” she heard her father say.

“Good service, Harlon,” was the gruff reply before the man walked off.

Abigail was always surprised when anyone but Mama called her father by his first name. At this church high on the hill on the outskirts of the town, the only one for at least a sixty-mile radius, he served as both pastor and preacher, and that was how his congregation addressed him, even in daily life in the town. As her Mama stepped out from the cool of the church into the stifling Southern heat, she knew that her self-imposed duty had been completed; Mr. Shoreham had been the last to leave. No one had asked eleven-year-old Abigail to take up a position welcoming and saying goodbye to the parishioners but as a child, she had watched her father stand at the bottom of the rickety old steps and do that very thing, while her Mama did the same at the back of the pews, just inside the wide, double doors. When she was eight, she had decided she should join in and took up a place on the porch at the top of the steps to do the same. Everyone had seemed to think it was sweet, and made the time to shake her hand and chat, except for Mr. Shoreham. Then again, he didn’t talk to anyone at all except for her Daddy.

Her Mama placed a gentle hand on her shoulder. “Good job, Abigail. Why don’t you run and play with the other kids while Daddy and I finish up here.”

Abigail skipped off happily, joining the group of town kids gathered in the church grounds. They were a mixed bunch, ranging in ages from eight to fifteen. The younger kids were playing closer to the church building, the older ones hanging out as far away as they could, too cool to be seen with Abigail’s group.

“I see ‘ol Kill ‘em Scare ‘em ignored everyone again,” one of the older boys commented as Abigail joined them.

She frowned at him. “Hoyt, that name is not very nice, besides, it doesn’t make a lick of sense, you can’t scare somebody after you’ve killed them, silly.”

“Wanna bet? He puts the willies up me and I bet he’d scare me even if I was cold in my grave.”

Abigail turned to join her friends in watching the man walk away across the surrounding fields, heading for the woodland that indicated the beginning of the swampland. It was a long walk, and despite it being hotter than blue blazes, he was wearing the same thing he always did, a rough, brown woolen suit with the jacket buttoned tightly around him, heavy green gumboots and a flat cap that perched on top of his wild, unruly hair. His long, reddish beard streaked with grey and cold blue eyes finished off his look. She knew he looked a little frightening, but Daddy had always told her never to judge a book by its cover and to try to see what was on the inside. Mr. Shoreham sure made that hard. Even in this town where people knew each other before they were born, he never spoke to a soul. Daddy had tried to invite him to occasions and family dinners, but he never came. He only came to town when he needed supplies, or occasionally appeared at the church on Sunday.

“He’s just an old man who prefers his own company, you shouldn’t be so mean, Hoyt Erwin,” she said sternly.

“I don’t believe it, I bet he’s got dead bodies strung up everywhere, bleeding them out like an eight-point stag, getting’ ‘em ready to cure and eat.”

Abigail laughed. “Don’t be ridiculous! I swear; you’ll go to hell for saying such things.”

“If you’re so sure, why don’t we go and check his place out?”

“You mean spy on him?” Abigail’s hand flew to her mouth, shocked at the thought.

“I mean, go and look around outside a little, check his place out, that’s not spying. If you’re so sure he’s harmless, what’s the problem?”

Abigail looked around the other kids frantically, hoping for back up. To her dismay, they were all nodding, agreeing with Hoyt.

“Yeah, Abigail, we’ll only have a scout around. If we can’t find nothing, then we’ll agree with you and leave him alone.”

“Sure we will, we promise.”

The voices all came at her at once, confirming that they would stop their victimization of the man if she would only agree. She knew he had a hard time when he came to town, the local kids chanting names from a safe distance, or pelting his old, beat up truck with eggs as he drove away from the general store. The thought of being able to save him from that was tempting.

“So when would we go?” she asked, glancing around to ensure no one could overhear their conversation. Her Mama still stood talking to the two women who remained braving the heat under their wide brimmed hats. Her Daddy was nowhere in sight, probably back inside clearing up after the Sunday service.

“Tonight, after dark.”

Abigail let out a squeak before she could stop herself. “You wanna go crawling around close to the swamp in the dark?”

“It has to be at night or else he’ll see us and we’ll all end up skinned alive with our throats slit. Besides, it has to be when we can sneak out and meet up. We don’t want our folks asking a whole heap of questions about what we’re up to.”

Abigail felt fear fizzing in her tummy, making her feel sick. She didn’t know what was worse, the spiders, cottonmouths and gators that inhabited the swamp or sneaking out of the house on her Mama and Daddy, and her the preacher’s daughter! She wanted to tell them they were all crazy and to forget it, but she couldn’t pass up on her first chance to really help someone. She could make Mr. Shoreham’s life more pleasant if she could prove to the others that there was nothing to fear. It would be between her and God as no one could ever know, but it would be worth it. Maybe he would speak to her on Sundays if the other kids stopped being mean to him.

“What’s the matter Abigail, you chicken?”

She shook her head, making up her mind. “No, I’ll be there. What time are we going and how are we getting out there?”

“What time do everyone’s folks go to bed?”

The kids carried on making their plans, firming up the details of their nighttime adventure in hushed voices. Once everything was settled, Hoyt was the one to make the announcement, glancing up at the sun.

“We’d better get on home before we’re late for the Sunday roast. Don’t want to raise any suspicions and get in trouble already. Besides, my belly thinks my throat’s been cut.”

The kids laughed and turned to walk down the hill back into town, while Abigail went back inside the church to see what she could do to help her Daddy.

Chapter Two

Apart from the rattling hum of the old, clapped out air conditioning, the house had been silent for an hour. Abigail slid out of bed, where she had lain fully dressed under the covers, having put her clothes on after her parents had tucked her in and kissed her goodnight. As the pastor’s daughter, she wasn’t expected to run wild with the other kids and didn’t have much choice of play clothes. She had chosen the least fussy sundress she owned and paired it with a pair of flat, summer sandals. She really wanted the gumboots she wore for collecting the eggs from the henhouse, but they were placed by the back door. She would have to cross in front of her parents’ bedroom along the creaky hall and back. It was too risky.

Hoping the air system would cover any small noises she might make, she slid her window open. Like most of the houses in the town, hers was a single story affair, the hallways narrow and the walls thin. She slid out the window and hung there for a second, hanging by her fingertips before finding the courage to let go and drop to the ground. The cicadas and bullfrogs were deafening, but she still worried the sound of her fall had alerted her folks. She crouched there, waiting for any indication that someone was moving inside the house. It remained dark and silent, so she got up and scurried through the darkness, trying to run without her sandals making slapping noises on the baked-hard, dirt road. She had no fear of the dark or of anyone or anything in this safe, familiar town, only of being caught. She could already picture the disappointment on her Daddy’s face if her naughtiness were discovered.

It seemed a long way for her eleven-year-old legs and her heart pounded in her chest as she ran, expecting to hear the yell of an angry adult asking her exactly what she thought she was doing running around town in the dead of night. Finally, she reached the outer limits where she was to meet with the other five that were making up the scout party, all of them boys and all of them older than she was. They were already there, talking in quiet voices, giggling excitedly about this latest adventure. The three that were lucky enough to own bicycles had brought them along, leaving three to hitch a ride. Excited at their bravery and the freedom of being out of town with no supervision in the dead of night, they made their way up to the church on the high hill.

Hiding their bikes around the back so they wouldn’t be spotted from the road by any curious late night traveler, they headed for the field. They weren’t sure exactly where Mr. Shoreham lived, all they could do was follow the direction they had seen him take on many Sundays and hope they got lucky. They stumbled and tripped their way across the fields in the dark, not daring to use their flashlight while they were exposed out here.

As they reached the edge of the tall trees, they hesitated, all unwilling to admit their fear to the others.

“Promise me again, if we do this, you’ll leave the man alone from now on?”

“Yeah, yeah, whatever,” Hoyt replied in a muttered voice, shushing Abigail with a hand. “His house could be anywhere amongst these trees. Keep it down.”

“How exactly do you propose to find it, smarty pants?” Abigail asked, mimicking Hoyt’s half whisper.

Hoyt shrugged. “Look for tracks maybe?”

Abigail said nothing. Sure, all the boys learned to hunt and trap with their daddies around here, but she had no idea if Hoyt was any good at spotting and following a trail. She shivered, although not from the cold. The nights were as balmy and clammy as the days, and this close to the swamp, the humidity was even worse.

“I’m scared,” she admitted to the others.

“What’s wrong, don’t want to meet your harmless old man in the dark?” Hoyt sneered.

“No, I’m scared we’ll get caught and get into trouble. I’m scared one of us gets bit by a snake, or drowns in the swamp, or eaten by a gator.”

“We ain’t gonna get caught and as for the rest, you’ll be fine. You got God on your side dontcha?”

Abigail flushed as the others laughed at her. As the preacher’s daughter, she was often the butt of jokes or teasing from the others. No one around here asked if you went to church, they asked where you went to church, but being related to the pastor carried that extra stigma, giving them enough ammunition to make her their victim. Despite her daddy’s reassurance that they would grow out of it and they didn’t mean anything by it, it still hurt. Abigail bit her lip, thinking this whole idea was dumber than a box of rocks and she couldn’t believe she had let herself be dragged into it.

“Come on, I think I can make out a small path through the woods.”

Hoyt and the rest of the group moved forward, leaving Abigail no choice but to follow, or be left behind. Having no desire to be alone, she brought up the rear, keeping close. Hoyt used his flashlight, keeping it low to the ground and cupping his hand over the beam so the light didn’t travel. Abigail’s heart pounded in her chest and she was sure it was loud enough to alert every predator in the vicinity. Her mouth felt dry and her breathing was ragged, but she bravely carried on, trying to hold onto the good deed part of this nightmare.

They all came to a sudden halt as Hoyt held up a closed fist, indicating they should stop and stay quiet. He pointed at the ground, using the flashlight to highlight a thin line about three or four inches off the ground. It shone like spun silk in the torchlight and Abigail wasn’t sure what she was looking at until Hoyt spoke in a low urgent whisper.

“We must be getting close. We have to be real careful, he could have trip wires all around this place. He might also have bear traps, pits and homemade land mines. Keep an eye out for any unusual mounds or piles of leaves and twigs, or any earth that looks freshly dug.”

Abigail hadn’t thought it would be possible to be more frightened than she already was, but the thought of her small leg being snapped at by huge metal jaws or falling into a deep pit with wooden spikes at the bottom turned her entire body to jelly. She knew enough from the boy’s chatter to understand exactly what she might be facing.

“Just stay behind me and try to follow my footsteps if you don’t know what to look for,” Hoyt added, looking pointedly at Abigail. She gulped and nodded, taking up her place directly behind him, trying to emulate his long stride as they moved on.

Hoyt stopped once again and before Abigail’s eyes could discern that they had reached the final tree line before a natural clearing, her nose burned with the most awful smell. It turned her stomach and she had to place a hand firmly over her mouth to try to control the automatic reaction of her stomach muscles, which were attempting to forcefully expel their contents. The only time she had smelt anything so bad was when she had come across some old, rotten, maggot-ridden road kill festering in the summer heat one day while walking home from church.

Hoyt snapped off the flashlight after placing a finger to his lips, silently telling them all to be quiet. They stood still, allowing their eyes to become accustomed again to the night sky. In the gloom, they saw Hoyt motion them forward and point. Taking up a safe place behind one of the tall, skinny trees, Abigail said a quick prayer before peeking round to see what the clearing held.

The moonlight and stars managed to light up the clearing much more effectively than the dense forest they had just passed through. It should have been beautiful, but it wasn’t. The shack was ramshackle to say the least, the place lopsided and uncared for, several of the planks on the porch and steps rotted away, like a gap-toothed old hag. There were no windows, only black plastic sheeting roughly taped over the gaps where windows should have been. The screen door was open, hanging at a strange angle, the mesh torn and tattered. A few outbuildings dotted the place, in as bad a condition as the house. Abigail instantly felt sorry for the occupant, probably having to live this way due to lack of money. Her sympathy soon faded as she really took in the outside, the part her brain had been subconsciously avoiding.

Dead animals were hung around the whole place, their heads hanging, throats slit open to allow their blood to drain into rusty metal pails and plastic buckets placed below. Some were hung from the tree branches that encroached onto the clearing, while others were on poles and lines that looked like they might have been erected for laundry, but had a far more sinister load hung upon them now. She could make out several small animals, raccoons, muskrat, mink, skunks, rabbits; there were also foxes and surprisingly, coyotes and bobcats. Another line held what looked like eels. Abigail vaguely recalled hearing that eel blood was toxic to humans, why would he want to catch that in a pail? There were also a multitude of snakes, but she couldn’t discern their type in the moonlight alone, not from this distance. The whole scene was eerily close to Hoyt’s words that afternoon. He had been too close to the mark for Abigail’s liking. What really shocked her was what hung from the strongest branches. There were several bears, and several gators. What manner of man could trap and kill these things so easily? Bears were normally shy and rarely spotted, and extremely dangerous when cornered. How did he have so many and why was he letting them hang out here and rot instead of using the meat for food and the fur for trade? There was no doubt that the crawling flesh was responsible for the horrendous stench that surrounded the place. Even in the moonlight she could see the white heaving that was the thousands of maggots that inhabited his macabre collection, and despite it being night, the flies buzzed around thick and fast.

She barely had time to take in the strangeness of it all or even properly form all the buzzing questions in her head before Hoyt poked her, an ‘are you satisfied’ expression on his face. Abigail nodded, then shrugged, then shook her head. This didn’t mean the man was evil, just a little odd, and they had known that already. Illegal hunting wasn’t exactly unheard of in these parts and she would bet that every family had done it at some time. Hoyt rolled his eyes at her, the whites of them gleaming in the dark. He leaned in close to her ear.

“If you still don’t believe me then we’re going to have to check out the outbuildings.”

Abigail had no time to answer as the door of the shack flew open and Mr. Shoreham stepped out. He walked to the edge of his rotten porch, stopping at the top of his steps. He lifted his nose high in the air and inhaled deeply, his head whirling round to the tress where they hid. Abigail couldn’t help but let out a gasp. His face was wild, his eyes feral and movements animalistic as he jumped down the steps and landed on the ground.

“I smell blood,” the wild man grinned. “Fresh, young, sweet blood. Has someone come to give me a donation?”

He chuckled then, the sound low and ominous, almost a growl in his throat. He snapped something between his hands and Abigail saw it was a length of the same type of thin, strong material that had made up what Hoyt had called a trip wire. Images of the open throats of the hanging, helpless animals and their staring, lifeless eyes filled Abigail’s mind and she froze, the very blood in her veins turning to ice. Shoreham took a step towards them and Hoyt knew their position was already compromised.

“Run!” he screamed, his voice high pitched and girlish as it echoed through the trees and bounced back to their ears several times over.

It was enough to break Abigail from her immobile status and she turned and fled with the rest. It soon became apparent that she couldn’t keep up. She was disadvantaged by being smaller and younger than they were, not to mention being a girl in a sundress and sandals. She stumbled and tripped her way back through the forest, watching the gap between her and her friends widen as they sprinted for their lives, their survival instincts flooding their brains and muscles.

Abigail was jerked to a halt and her mind panicked. He’s got me, oh my Lord, he’s got me, I’m going to die! She kept trying to run forward, her legs refusing to give in while her brain already had. A ripping sound filled the night and she shot forward again. Glancing back, she saw a piece of pale blue material hanging limply from a tree. It was only a branch; her dress had been snagged on a branch. She giggled then, the relief bordering on hysteria. Her fevered brain had no more thoughts as the world went black for Abigail Adams.

Chapter Three

“Morning honey, time to get ready for school.”

Betsy Adams’ voice died in her throat when she saw her daughter’s empty bed. She smiled, thinking her daughter had already risen and would be out at the hens, collecting the eggs. Then she frowned, sure that she had seen Abi’s gumboots still sitting by the back door where they were always placed, ready to slip on before leaving the house. She went to check, and sure enough, there they sat. She opened the back door and called for her daughter. There was no answer. Worried now, she went to fetch Harlon.

“Abigail isn’t in her room,” she told him, wringing her hands.

Her husband was sitting at the well-scrubbed kitchen table, drinking a mug of coffee from the pot that Betsy had prepared earlier. “She’ll be out doing her chores already,” he smiled easily.

“I called her and there was no answer, and her boots are still at the back door.”

“Well, maybe she decided it was too hot for the boots, and you know the chickens kick up an almighty ruckus, she probably didn’t hear you.”

Betsy shook her head, unconvinced by her husband’s reassurances. She had a nagging feeling in the pit of her stomach that something wasn’t right. “I’m going outside to check.”

Fifteen minutes later, she returned, her face even more worried than before. “She isn’t out there, Harlon. I’ve checked everywhere.”

Harlon laid down his second mug of coffee. “Betsy, she’s a good girl, I’m sure there’s a simple explanation. This is the last week of school before summer vacation, maybe she went in early for some field trip, or for some extra study before a final exam.”

“If she was doing any of those things, she would have told me. Let me spell it out for you, her chores aren’t done and her bed looks barely slept in. Something is wrong, I just know it.”

“Okay, let me go and take a walk around, talk to the other parents, see if there was something going on this morning that we didn’t know about, see if anyone knows anything.”

“I’m coming with you.”

“No, best you stay here. If something is wrong, someone needs to be able to get hold of us, right?”

Betsy nodded, knowing her husband didn’t really believe anything sinister could befall his daughter in this quiet town where neighbors were lifelong friends and everyone looked out for one another. He expected her to walk in the door at any minute, having taken it upon herself to do some extra chore, like going to the store to collect his morning paper for him. The heavy weight in the pit of her stomach told her otherwise. Two hours later, he returned with less than encouraging news.

“No one has seen her since yesterday, and every other kid was in bed this morning where they were supposed to be. There were no extra curriculum activities planned, official or otherwise.”

Unbeknown to the worried parents, the events of last night had ended in a pact for the rest involved. Only once the others had arrived back at the church and grabbed their bicycles had they realized that Abigail was missing. They had waited and waited, but no sign of her small frame had appeared out of the woods and into the open field.

“We should go back for her,” James had declared.

The others had protested strongly, being too afraid to face the horrors that waited in the woods again. “It’s too late, he’ll already have her,” Hoyt said miserably. “There’s nothing we can do now. If we go back there, we’ll all die.”

“We have to go and get help then, raise the alarm.”

“For what? For them to find her dead body hanging from a tree, her blood draining into a bucket! Or worse, he’ll have cleared everything up and there’ll be nothing to find. I’ll get the whippin’ of my life for being out here as it is. I’ll be beaten to within an inch of my life if they think I’m making up stories. Think about it, it’s what he’ll expect us to do. Do you want to be grounded all summer? Abigail is gone, and us tellin’ can’t do anything to change that.”

“So you want us to walk away, go home and pretend this didn’t happen?”

“That’s exactly what I want us to do. If we tell, he’ll come after us. If we keep schtum, he might realize we ain’t gonna say a word before he gets the chance. It’s our only hope. There ain’t none of us old enough to leave and never come back. You want to spend the next few years afraid to be alone, looking over your shoulder?”

“We could get the police; he can’t do anything to us if he’s in jail.”

“First of all, nobody is going to believe us, when do our folks ever take us seriously about anything? Secondly, I already told ya, he’ll have everything cleared up and there won’t be a shred of evidence left to back us up. Then we’ll be goners for sure.”

They nodded their heads, allowing Hoyt to talk them out of what they knew was right. They had sworn each other to absolute silence, promising that they would never speak of this night again. Even under the gentle manner and worried expression of their pastor, they had held true to their oath, claiming they hadn’t seen Abigail since they had left the church the previous day.

***

The town put in their best efforts. Search parties were formed and every spare minute anyone had was devoted to searching for signs of the missing girl. Hunters went out with their best dogs, carrying items of her clothing so they could get a handle on her scent. They searched surrounding woodlands and dredged marshlands using long poles and flat-bottomed boats to navigate the murky waters. Posters were printed and plastered all over town. The nearest police force were contacted and details were taken and added to some database somewhere. There was some excitement when one of the dogs picked up a scent but it went cold in the woods. The nearest house was the shack that belonged to Mr. Shoreham. As the search team approached, there was nothing to see except for a rundown homestead and a genuinely concerned man who was sincerely apologetic that he couldn’t help them. He had seen the girl at church on Sunday, but hadn’t left his house since, and could think of no reason why she would be out in the woods close to his home. The hunters had searched for four more hours but the dogs hadn’t managed to catch the scent again. Every effort turned out to be futile and gradually the search tailed off and people lost enthusiasm and hope. The town mourned and moved on.

As time passed, the posters grew faded from the sun, the paper drying out and becoming tattered, no one having the heart to take them down. The pastor kept up his good works, but there was a deep sadness within him during his sermons. His wife had aged terribly, deep worry lines etched into her face and her hair turning pure white. Everyone pitied them, while at the same time thanking the Lord that it hadn’t been their child. There was much speculation about the fate of Abigail Adams, some saying she had just up and ran, rebelling against being the preacher’s daughter. Others refuted that, saying she was too good a girl who loved her folks too much. There were theories of passing vagrants, coyotes and even alien abduction, but no one ever solved the mystery of Abigail’s sudden disappearance. Life in the small town returned to normal. The others involved kept to their word, talking down any of them that might be close to breaking. It was too late to come clean now. As the years went by, they almost began to believe their own story, their conscious minds happy to put the bad memories away forever, as if they never happened. Deep in their hearts, they knew, but on the surface in their daily lives, they were as stumped as the rest of the town.

Ten years to the day had passed since the girl had last been seen when the church doors flew open in the middle of the sermon, and Preacher Adams’ words faltered to a halt as Abigail Adams walked up the aisle and stopped dead in the middle of the church, staring at her father standing behind the pulpit.

Chapter Four

Every head had turned at the opening of the doors and as Abigail limped her way up the aisle, a collective gasp had rang out around the room. Some people let out a scream, others fled from their seats and out of the double doors, only to turn and watch anxiously from the porch, horrified yet too fascinated to leave. Abigail paid them no heed, she only silently observed her father. The preacher had dropped to his knees, ignoring the consternation of his flock as he thanked God above for the miraculous return of his daughter. Finishing his prayer with the most heartfelt Amen he had ever uttered, he flew towards his daughter, dropping once again to his knees in front of her, sheer joy shining from his eyes. He stroked her cheek.

“Abigail, is it really you? Oh my Abigail, you came home.”

He swept her into a crushing hug, holding her tightly against him, tears of relief running down his face. The others who had been with Abigail on that fateful night glanced at each other, frantic and terrified that now their lies and deception would be revealed. Abigail’s mother sat in the front pew, watching the scene with a hand over her mouth, her eyes wide, not quite sharing her husband’s joy. For the most part, she wanted to fly to her daughter and hug her the way Harlon was hugging her, tell her how much she loved her and had missed her. The deeper, more primal part of her screamed at her that this was not her daughter, could not possibly be her daughter.

As the scene had time to sink in, more people left the church, some slowly, others running. Abigail’s appearance was indeed disconcerting. She was filthy, with leaves and twigs embedded in her long hair, her nails were long and black, the pale blue color of her dress completely obscured by the dirt that coated it. She looked as if she had clawed her way out of her own grave, or the very pits of hell itself. However, the muck and grime and the sandals that had practically rotted away on her feet were not what frightened the witnesses to the miracle. Abigail Adams hadn’t aged a single day in the ten years that she had been gone.

***

The town had no choice but to learn to accept this anomaly in their midst, as much as they didn’t like it. After her parents had taken Abigail home, the townsfolk held a gathering on their own. They wanted to cast this creature out, not believing it could still be the same girl they had known and loved. However, Harlon Adams was their friend, their mentor, their shepherd. His delight, joy and firm belief that God had performed this miracle for him had been obvious. None of them could bring themselves to hurt him that way. The most sensible of the crowd managed to calm the outraged hotheads for the moment, telling them they should focus their attention on finding out what had befallen the girl first. They could take their anger and sense of injustice out on the perpetrator of this crime once they discovered the identity.

As the angry mob were settling into agreement, Betsy was sponging Abigail’s filthy, skinny body in a hot bath. The girl hadn’t uttered a word since her return, only staring at her parents, her face expressionless. Betsy could read nothing in those blank eyes. She felt nervous and unsure around the girl, but her mothering instinct had taken over. After the bath, she dried her gently with a fluffy towel, dressed her in what used to be her favorite nightgown and tucked her into bed. She only hesitated for a few seconds before bending to kiss the girl on the forehead.

The weeks went by, and still Abigail did not speak. She resumed her chores around the house, carrying them out efficiently but with none of the pride and eagerness she had previously shown. She would spend time with the family, helping her mother prepare the meals and eating at the table with them, accompanying her to the store and helping to carry the groceries, but there was none of the closeness they used to share. She went to church on Sunday, but did not resume her place on the porch to welcome the parishioners inside or thank them as they were leaving. She completed ignored the young men who, as boys, had abandoned her that night, and they finally began to relax again. They were making their place in this town, and didn’t want it jeopardized.  Hoyt was married, his first child on the way, his gun and ammo store thriving, the others at various stages of manhood, finding themselves and their place in life. They didn’t speculate too much on what had happened to Abigail, concerned more for their own security. As long as she kept her mouth shut, everything would be fine.
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