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Chapter One

Any train ride through any town, any October.

The soothing clack of the rails almost had him asleep. His newspaper lay crumpled in the empty seat beside him; the lights in the train car had flickered off in the middle of the sports page and he finally gave up, leaning back against the stiff headrest and turning to watch the night outside. They were passing endless cornfields under a mounting harvest moon; under the strong white light the stalks looked dry as paper, stiff as soldiers at attention.

Something caught his eye ahead in the field of corn, towering above it—an orange and yellow shape that resolved itself into a scarecrow topped by a pumpkin head. As they drew abreast of the figure a fire ignited behind the triangle eyes, the sickle mouth, and it turned its head to look at him. As the train left it behind, he watched the scarecrow move one of its long arms to point directly at him.

Did you dream that? Corrie Phaeder asked himself.

Did you dream any of it? Or was it real?

As always, he found that he had no answer.

And now he was back.

As the train slowed into the station, he gave an involuntary shudder at the sight of the sign on the platform.

He had promised himself that he would never come back. And here he was: gathering his things together—his suitcase from the overhead rack, his camera bag—and standing as the train hissed to a stop, and walking to the end of the car and stepping down from the train.

The air was noticeably colder than it had been in New York City that afternoon.

It smelled like autumn up here, cold as the chilled edge of a knife.

It always had—sometimes even in the middle of summer.

He gave another involuntary shudder, and stood looking at the sign as the train huffed into life behind him and pulled slowly away. There were cold fingers of air on his back at the sudden emptiness behind him.

The sign said:

ORANGEFIELD

He had a feeling in the deepest, coldest part of him that he would never leave here again.

At least not alive.
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“Need a taxi, kid?”

At the sound of another voice he broke out of his reverie as if waking from sleep. He turned around.

The older, still grizzled face of Jeff Luney regarded him.

“Kid, you been standing there for five minutes staring at that sign, and I doubt it’s gonna change. You need a lift somewheres?”

Luney’s voice trailed off, and he was looking at Corrie with new interest.

“Don’t I know you, kid?”

“Corrie Phaeder,” Corrie said, holding out his hand and trying to smile.

“Jeez if it ain’t! My God—the Phaeder kid!”

Luney bounded forward and took Corrie’s hand in his own. “I’ll be damned! We thought we’d never see you again! Big shot photographer and all, making the big bucks on the west coast—”

Luney suddenly became self-conscious, and dropped Corrie’s hand. He rubbed his own hand on the side of his pants.

Corrie turned to look at the sign again.

“Guess I’ll be staying a while,” he said, just barely loud enough to hear.
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The ride through town to the Rainer Hotel was about what Corrie expected. Everything looked pretty much as it had when he left: Main Street with the courthouse and shops, Rainer Park.

“Guess you’ll be opening up the old house, now that you’re back?” Luney said from the front seat. He hadn’t stopped talking since they got in the cab, pointing out things he said had changed but which looked just the same to Corrie.

“I’ll be talking to Mrs. Williams tomorrow,” Corrie answered.

“Strange how it’s been empty all these years,” Luney went on.

Nothing strange about it, Corrie thought. I tried to run away, and now I’m back.

“Gee, you think you’ll be picking up with your old pals, Corrie?” They were stopped at a light, and Jeff turned around with his arm resting on the front seat. He had a hungry, expectant look on his face.

The man eats gossip, Corrie thought. Nothing’s changed.

He thought of what to say, since Luney’s next forty passengers would know all about it, and then said, “Maybe.”

“Hey, I bet Jerry Bayhill will wanna see you, and Pete Morritz, and the other guys from high school—you hung around them, right? Boy, that Bayhill had one hell of an arm, could throw a football …”

The light changed, but Luney continued to stare expectantly at Corrie. The street was empty, here at eleven thirty; Corrie had no doubt that the cabbie would not budge until he was given something.

“And how’s about Kathy Marks? You heard there was some trouble with her last year, right? Didn’t you used to go with her for a while?”

Kathy Marks.

He hadn’t thought of that name in almost twelve years. Yes, he had dated her for a while …

The light had turned red again.

“Sure,” Corrie said, forcing a smile onto his face. “I’ll look them all up. All the old gang.”

“Atta boy,” Luney said, pleased with some small victory in the gab wars. He turned around and looked at the red light.

“Damn lights don’t ever change around here!” He laughed. “Ain’t it great to be back home, kid? And Halloween’s on the way!”
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Corrie watched Jeff Luney’s cab, orange and white, with its broken left tail light (hadn’t it always had a broken left tail light?) pull away from the curb. Luney waved back and then gunned the engine.

In a few moments, Corrie was alone on the sidewalk.

There was a particular stillness to the night, which, despite the chill, felt almost like summer. It was a hush, like an indrawn breath. The only sound was the faint click and buzz of the light over the Rainer Hotel entrance, the product of a neon light on the verge of an unattained extinction making the ‘H’ in Hotel blink on and off. Besides that, there was no other sound.

Corrie looked at the two bags at his feet, one filled with the tools of his trade and the other with all the clothes he owned, and he thought, Pick them up, start walking, and don’t stop until you’re back in California.

He still felt like he was in a dream, one which had started with his screwing up the Mayfair shoot and continuing with Monica walking out (for real, this time, and for good) and then with a week of pills and booze and whatever else he could freeload.

And then …

Finding himself on a plane heading east, then a train heading north, and then that sign.

ORANGEFIELD

Pick them up. Walk away from here. Go back to your other life.

Knowing that was impossible, he picked up the two bags and walked, feeling like a condemned man, into the Rainer Hotel.
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Two hours later, after a shower, and after emptying half a fifth of Scotch, he almost felt ready for sleep. The scotch helped a little, but not much, and, with a tiny flicker of hope born of alcohol, it occurred to him that maybe he would not dream the dreams that were real, now that he was here.

He had two more fingers of Scotch, capped the bottle, turned out the light and crawled between the sheets.

Let’s find out.


Chapter Two

Bill Grant heard something in the night.

What the hell is it now, you old fart?

He sat up carefully in bed, to keep from waking Rose. She was a worse sleeper than he was, blamed it on being the wife of a cop like she did everything else these days.

“Twenty years of waiting for something bad to happen,” was how she put it.

Plenty bad had happened, but he always came home.

But lately …

There it was, that itch again. Grant now knew what he had heard—it hadn’t been anything outside. It had been that little voice in his head, the one he called his ‘gut voice’ telling him that something bad was going to happen.

It had helped him out for all his years as a uniformed, and then a detective, but this time it was ringing like a claxon, with nothing in sight, which drove him crazy.

Come on out and let’s get to it, he thought.

Don’t hide—show me who you are.

In answer, there came a slight ruffling of the curtains in the chill breeze.

Groaning softly, knowing that ‘Mr. I.’, his term for insomnia, which assaulted him every once in a while, was here for the rest of the night, he got out of bed and slid the window closed. Outside there was a half-moon sinking in the west; it made his small backyard, with its fruit trees and trimmed hedges, look black and white.

In the half light, he searched for his slippers, found and put them on, and quietly left the bedroom.

There was a night light in the hallway, the result of one of Rose’s constant fears: that they would be attacked in their house. Bill sighed. In the living room there was another of the damned lights, and from the kitchen there emanated a soft green glow, induced by the weird neon-edged clock Rose had bought at a yard sale. She had claimed she liked its cheery large face—but Grant had supposed it was for the prodigious amount of Martian light it gave out at night.

Grant shuffled to the refrigerator and opened the door—its bright white illumination immediately drowned the green glow. There were the last slices of meatloaf that Rose had been saving for his lunch tomorrow—he took them out and made a sandwich, foregoing the brown bag ritual. He’d grab something at Carpy’s the next day.

He shuffled back into the hallway, and down the stairs to the basement, which was split into two parts, both belonging to him, the workshop and TV room. No feminine touches here; the walls were covered with paneling and the pictures were of dogs playing poker.

He settled himself into his recliner, put his sandwich on the table next to it and switched on the television.

Nothing on seventy out of seventy five channels, and then he hit an old John Wayne western. One of the real old ones, before he became a star—

There came a tapping on one of the windows.

Grant stiffened, and immediately went into detective mode:

breeze outside, uncut rose bushes—

intruder—

The house layout rose into his mind—yes, there were uncut rose bushes outside that basement window.

Something tapped at the other window, twenty feet away from the first.

Grant’s mental layout of the house was still there—there was nothing in front of that other window.

Grant was out of his recliner, his hand already into the side table drawer where he kept his 9mm; the clip was hidden in the back of another drawer underneath and he fumbled it out and inserted it.

Safety off, he moved up the stairs and into the kitchen.

Damned green light—it kept him from getting a good view of the backyard from the window over the sink.

He kept moving to the door to the backyard, and eased it open.

Chill night air and silence.

He eased himself out, cursing the groan of the screen door, which needed to be replaced by the storm door in the garage for the coming winter.

He tried to be quiet, but also cursed the clop of his slippers on the concrete stoop as he descended to the patio.

9mm at his side but ready, he moved along the house, stopping at the window where he had heard the second tap—it was bare of bushes, one of Rose’s annual plantings having recently given up the ghost.

By moonlight, he saw no footprints in the soft earth.

He moved on, gun raised now, to the other window.

It was choked with thorny rose bushes, with hardly a place for anyone to reach in and tap at the window without pricking themselves.

Movement caught Grant’s peripheral vision, and he stood up, looking out over his back neighbor’s fence to a small slice of the next street over showing between two houses.

The faintest movement, a flash of orange—

He heard a faint shuffling run, moving away.

Silence.

Far away, a dog barked.

That gut voice, the itch in the back of his head, was still there, but quieter now.

He knew that he would be able to get back to sleep, if he wanted.

He looked down at the casement window again, frowning.

Something was stuck in the thorn bushes, at the back, near the window.

He reached down and around toward it, and after cursing under his breath at snagging his own hand on a thorn, he brought the prize out.

Before examining it, he paused a moment to suck the blurt of blood from the tiny puncture wound.

He held his hand up toward gray moonlight, studying what he had.

He turned it over—long and thin, not a strip of cloth like he’d thought, stiffer, more like paper.

Giving up on the light of the moon, he carried it into the kitchen, clopping up the back stoop and letting the screen door bang behind him.

Instantly, a neighbor dog began to bark.

There was something: he hadn’t heard any dog barking after the window tapping …

Not even attempting to study his piece of evidence by the green light of the clock, he snapped on the overhead light, flooding the kitchen with white illumination and blinding himself momentarily.

His puncture wound still bled, and without thinking he passed the long dry thing to his other hand while he sucked the wound dry again. His eyes were on the thing he had found.

It was something dry and curled, yellowed green—

A dry leaf of corn husk.


Chapter Three

Black.

No dreams.

Corrie Phaeder woke up, strangely exhausted for a man who had just slept ten hours straight. He was on his back, in the same position as when he had closed his eyes. It was as if a moment had blinked by, and the world had fast forwarded from dead of night to noon, and he had not slept at all.

He felt as if he were filled with lead, clammy, unclean. He remembered then that he had taken a half bottle of scotch, his sleeping pill of choice, and then basically passed out.

The hotel digital clock said it was 12:15.

He tried to remember: when was he supposed to see Mrs. Williams at the real estate office? He thought it was twelve, which meant he was late. He fumbled in his mind files for her number and came up empty; he had it written down somewhere …

Yawning, he brought himself into a sitting position on the bed. The room smelled stale. He eyed his suitcase dully—did he have the piece of paper somewhere in there with his clothes, or in his camera bag, or stuffed into the pocket of his jeans …?

He gave up thinking, and eyed the night stand next to the bed. Under the phone was a slot with a local phonebook in it …

Still yawning, he fumbled through the yellow pages to the listings for Real Estate Brokers and found nothing under Williams. He forced his mind to work for a moment …

Nash & Williams, that was it.

He dialed the number, and naturally got Brenda Nash instead of Linda Williams.

“Got a pen, hon?” Nash said in an annoying chirp. “I’ll give you her cell—”

Corrie groped on the night table, found the hotel ball point and the note pad beneath it.

“Go ahead.”

Nash chirped a number at him, and Corrie wrote it down.

He hung up the phone before the niceties were finished, and dialed the new number.

Four rings, and then a business-like: “Lucy Williams.”

He told her who he was, sat dully through her short lecture about punctuality, and arranged to meet her at her office at four o’clock.

When she started in on another lecture, he said as politely as he could muster, “I’ll be there,” and hung up the phone.

He could imagine her stuffing the cell phone back into her huge bag filled with papers, shaking her head …

He lay back down on the bed, devoid of any form of energy, and closed his eyes—

When he awoke again on his back, after more blackness and no dreams, it was nearly four o’clock.

“Shit.”

He felt even clammier than before, but forced himself from the bed and into the same clothes he had worn the day before. He tried to remember if there was a clean shirt in his bag, but gave up, forcing the old one on and buttoning it. His sports jackets smelled like scotch and cigarettes, but he pushed his arms through the sleeves.

Down the stairs of the hotel, past the desk, into the street …

Afternoon sunshine hurt his eyes; it was colder than he thought …

He reached the real estate office at 4:04, and she was just leaving, her car keys in her right hand.

She glared at him, was thinking, Corrie could tell, of telling him he was too late—

“I’m awfully sorry,” he forced himself to say, “I just got back from Los Angeles late last night …” He forced a winning smile onto his face.

“Two minutes,” she said, glancing at her watch and turning back into the office.

“That’s all I’ll need.”
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He showed his driver’s license, signed a paper, and was given the key to his mother’s home.

“All these years, empty,” Linda Williams was saying. “There were a hundred times I could have sold—”

“Thanks for your help,” he said, getting up.

She was suddenly solicitous, almost sweet: “Now, Corrie, if you ever decide to sell—”

He waggled the house keys as he walked out the door, not turning around.

“I’ll certainly remember you, Lucy,” he said.
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His feet carried him towards home.

In the 1940s his father returned from World War II and, with the help of a G.I. mortgage and his life savings, as well as those of his wife, built the nicest house along the Sagett River, one of the numerous small feeders in the Adirondack area which eventually spit into the mighty Hudson. The Sagett had only crested once, in 1970, when Corrie was a baby—he remember the water lapping at the front porch, as close as it got to the house, and sailing a boat in what had been the front yard. The rest of the time the river was only background noise, and a source of occasional swimming, when it was high enough in the summer, which it often was not, and frustrating fishing expeditions.

There were only two other houses on Sagett River Road, both of them much grander than the Phaeder house, which had two floors and a basement but a gravel drive in place of a garage, which by then his father could not afford. He had bought every close acre of property he could along with the house plot, intending to grow pumpkins, which in the 1950s was a fairly new thing in Orangefield. Ten years later, when Orangefield became the best known town on the East Coast for pumpkins, it would have made him a rich man. But he had no aptitude for farming, and soon went bust. The plots which would have made him rich were sold off to pay mounting debts. Corrie had never heard of him being a success at anything, except bearing a son, which he did late in life. And then he had died. Corrie only remembered him as a furrowed, frowning face staring down at him in his crib.

But his second wife, who bore Corrie at the age of thirty, managed, some way or other, to get along. Corrie never wanted for anything, and he knew from an early age that his mother, a strong woman, would do just about anything for him.

And also, that she never wanted him to leave Orangefield.
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Down Main Street a good mile, across Main and then a left onto Potter Street and then toward the river. Most of the housing in Orangefield in the fifties had been developmental, on the other side of town. Here at the western edge, near the river, with the jungle of oak maple trees, it almost felt almost Southern.

Corrie could hear it, now—the faint, playful tinkle of the river that had been the background noise to his life for eighteen years.

And then a right turn onto Sagett Road. It and the river were named after Col. James Sagett, a hero of the Civil War and one of Orangefield’s early settlers; his own house, the grandest along the river, was the first Corrie passed, and it looked the same: a plantation house (it was said that Sagett brought the plans back from Chattanooga), and the only house in the entire town that refused to take part in Orangefield’s Halloween festivities, even to the point of barring the door to trick-or-treaters. There were many egg marks around the front door, and Corrie had once beaten up Jimmy Sagett III, after the smaller boy had called his mother a name.

And then the Barron house, and then …

Home.

He thought he would feel something—anything—when he finally stood before it again. He felt his hand on the house key in his pocket, but that was all. It looked the same: the gravel drive, now ingrown with weeds, leading to the shed in the back, which was missing one door; the front porch, jutting out, painted in peeling white paint (how many times he had repainted that porch with his mother!), the big picture window on the left, the red front door, the neat row of windows on the second floor, the faded white shingles, the single peaked gable over his bedroom on the left, the chimney which ran down to the living room behind it …

It was just a house—the house he’d grown up in.

Home.

His hand tightened around the key in his pocket.

Already he could feel the urge to walk forward, mount the creaking front steps to the white porch, put the key (how his fingers knew that key in his pocket, every worn curve, the one raised rough bit of metal near its key ring which rasped against his fingertip) into the lock and hear the tumblers fall into place, the snick of the house letting go, opening to him …

His mother had never lived an uneasy day in it, his father, who had built it partly with his own hands, left no record of trouble with the house itself. No guests had ever complained of anything but perhaps discomfort, in the days before air conditioning, when the second floor, and especially the tiny third floor storage garret over Corrie’s room, became unbearably hot (his father had not provided for cross ventilation in his house plan).

The key was warm in Corrie’s hand.

He took a step forward, and then another, and found himself in front of the front porch.

The line of the Sagett River flood of 1978 was still visible, a faint trace in the overgrowth that marked a spot just along front of the house; when the river receded it had left a slightly higher grade of silt and soil behind in its retreat.

He had sailed a boat, and been happy, and was five years old then. He remembered the sailboat, a real wooden one, painted blue with a real cream-colored linen sail, from a toy store in New York City, slipping away from his fingers and the wind taking it immediately away, out over where the road had been (dirt then, paved now) and toward the real river. He had rushed after it, finding himself in water up to his knees and then his mother called him back. He had watched with tears in his eyes as the boat slid away, down into the rushing Sagett and downstream toward, he imagined, the deep roar of the Hudson River.

“I’ll get you a new one,” his mother had soothed, and she had, but the river had receded by then.

That night he cried in his bed, and thought it was the worst day of his life.

Two years later, in his secret heart, he named the house Gallow House.
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Corrie found himself in front of the red door, putting the key into the lock.

He opened the door, and felt something almost whisper Yesssss, as the air of the closed-up place was let out.

He stepped in, feeling his hand go cold on the key, still in his fingers.

Home.

Only for him.

Even at the age of seven, he knew he would die here.


Chapter Four

Detective Grant looked through the papers on his desk with indifference. If he loved the job, he hated the paperwork, and there seemed to be more of it all the time. He was old enough to remember the days of carbon copies, and everything in triplicate. He had been one of the few in the department to welcome the coming of the computer, figuring it would free them from all that.

He’d been wrong—and he usually wasn’t wrong.

All computers had done was make more paper. Now everything was in quintuplet, and spit out of a printer which often jammed, or ran out of its ink cartridge, and just plain busted.

And unlike those old triplicate carbons, where everything was attached until you tore off the copies yourself, the five copies the printer spit out tended to get scattered, which meant you had to go back, wait in line, and make more copies.

Grant stared at the four copies of a report (b&e, Fowler St., Jeremy Gates, age 17, found with a crowbar outside the residence of one Mr. Jellick; Gates had managed to get the crowbar, and his arm, stuck under the sill of Mr. Jellick’s very powerful automatic garage door. One thing that never changed about perp kids: they were stupid) and looked at the line of two uniforms in front of the single department printer. There were three uniforms milling around the copier, which seemed to be broken, giving off a hiccupping sound.

He scowled: how many times had he ended up going to Wilson’s Pharmacy, down the block, and inserting his own quarter into Wilson’s pay copy machine, just to avoid that line?

He went into his pocket to see if he had any change, and to pull out his cigarette pack.

“Weren’t you quitting?” Pell Simpson, the only other detective on the Orangefield police force, asked with a laugh. It was more of a snort.

“I quit every week,” Grant answered. “At least my name’s not Pelletier, right?”

It was an old routine, and Simpson snorted again. He sat on the edge of Grant’s desk, grinning; Grant knew he was counting the four pages Grant held, which told him everything he needed to know about Grant’s day. Simpson was tall and lean and stooped, with large feet and a chiseled face and thinning sandy hair. He looked more like a pumpkin farmer than a cop, and was known as “Farmer” when fun wasn’t being made of his first name. He kept to himself too much, which had always vaguely bothered Grant, but he was good at his job and pleasant enough.

“Say, Farmer,” Grant began, before being cut off by the loud voice of Chip Prohman, the desk sergeant. Prohman was loud and fat and pretty much stupid, at least in Grant’s eyes. Grant imagined he would never get any farther than he was now (he’d been a disaster as a beat cop), and would probably end up on the night desk down the road, which would pretty much bury him.

“Hey Grant!” Prohman shouted. No one turned toward him but Bill.

Prohman laughed, a hooting sound. “Here’s one for ya! Didn’t you mess with a guy named Willims last year, ’round Halloween?”

Grant went instantly through his memory file: Willims …

By a split-second, Prohman beat Grant’s mind: “Bee keeper, wasn’t he? Well, he’s dead! Dispatcher got a call a little while ago. Patrol car just called it in—he hung himself! Pretty funny, eh?”

Prohman was grinning ear-to-ear. With barely contained disgust, Grant turned away, and then turned back.

“Where?” Grant asked.

“Where what?” Prohman, ever thick, blinked back.

“Where did Willims hang himself?”

Prohman rifled through a stack of papers on his desk; his mind had already moved on. Finally he traced his fingers down a particular page, mouthing the words to himself as he read.

“Here it is! Hung himself from a tree in his own backyard! Right next to a hornets nest! Hey, that’s pretty funny—bee guy hanging himself, just like a hanging nest! Ha!”

Farmer, frowning, said, “Wasn’t that the guy involved with that writer and his wife dying last year?”

“Kerlan,” Grant answered, nodding. “Weird shit. Willims was the guy the D.A. told to keep his yap shut.” He looked up at Farmer. “Me, too.”

Farmer nodded, got up, stretched his long body. “Well, I’ve got
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