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  The hum started just after midnight.


  The first person to notice was Fred Grant. He heard it initially just as he left The Roadside, and to start with he just put it down to a particularly heavy truck somewhere nearby on the highway; a low drone, distant but slowly getting louder. He paid it no mind, for truck noise in itself wasn’t unusual in these parts. The highway was a through route to larger towns and cities to the south, and the bar was a popular stopping spot for trucks from all over the East Coast, at least during the hours it was open.


  Fred took a piss in the parking lot while giving the booze time to see if he was able to walk—having to do a little drunken dance to maintain his balance, then another to avoid squirting himself in the pants leg. He stuck a smoke in the corner of his mouth, got it lit on the third attempt, and headed off in the general direction of home.


  The hum persisted, and seemed to keep pace with him as he made his way through town. He noticed it, vaguely, like a bee buzzing nearby on a summer day, but he’d had too much beer to consider its persistence strange. His mind, what little of it that was still active after the booze, was more concerned with walking in a straight line and reaching his bed before he collapsed.


  The town was quiet…the town was almost always quiet. True, the area around the trailer park could get boisterous in summer during barbecue and beer season, but now that winter was approaching folks tended to stay indoors when dark fell and the temperature took a tumble. There wasn’t any frost on the ground yet, but it surely wasn’t far off. But indoors, at least in his place, wasn’t anywhere that Fred wanted to be. Too much time alone meant too much thinking, and that just led to trouble. At least among other folks he could lose himself for a while, and shut down the clamor in his head.


  He hadn’t gone out with the intention of getting wasted, but one beer had led to another. Then a winning run on the pool table netted him a hundred bucks to blow on hard liquor and after a few JDs nothing much seemed to matter beyond getting more inside him. He had a vague memory of Tony telling him he’d had enough, and being too drunk to argue.


  The hit of fresh air on top of the booze guaranteed that oblivion wasn’t going to be too far off. He should have felt remorse, even shame, at the state he’d gotten himself into, but lately his give-a-fuck meter had been broken, and he wasn’t planning to get it fixed any time soon.


  The hum was still there as he walked around the side of his trailer, and when he stumbled and almost fell trying to get his key from his trouser pocket, the walls vibrated noticeably under the hand he put out to steady himself. The booze haze lifted enough to lend him the merest twitch of curiosity; just enough to make him stand still and listen.


  It sounded less like a truck now, more like heavy machinery, the hum mixed with a grinding vibration that he felt through his shoes and in his jaw, where it threatened to rattle his teeth. It came from nowhere and everywhere. He turned full circle but could not pinpoint any obvious directionality; there was no indication of a source. And he wasn’t curious enough to wander off looking for one.


  He almost fell up the first step , then got the key in the lock on the third attempt, and hauled himself into the trailer. As he headed for the bottle of rye in the kitchen he felt the hum again, throbbing just underfoot, but when he fell into his chair and turned on the television, the vibration dwindled and faded into the background.


  He promptly forgot all about it as he topped his booze level back up to maximum.


  I drink to forget. Forget what? I don’t remember.


  But the trouble was, he did remember, and whatever booze he’d got inside of him tonight still wasn’t enough. When he closed his eyes, he saw the accident replaying again: the headlights picking out the deer, the slow-motion panic as he realized he couldn’t swerve far enough to miss it. He could still hear the sickening thud as the animal suddenly disappeared from view and the trees rushed forward to meet the car, too fast to avoid. Once again he heard the crunch of metal and felt glass on his arms and in his face as the windscreen shattered and fell on him. He tried to get out of the vehicle, tried to flee the scene, but he was trapped in the seat, stuck there until they found him. Again. He had a record. Again. And he lost his job. Again.


  He sat in the chair, staring at the television without a clue as to what he was watching, smoking a succession of cigarettes and chugging more whiskey. And finally, he’d had enough. The empty bottle fell to the floor, and Fred fell into a stupor.


  In the morning he woke up, groaned, and dragged his hangover to the washroom. Small furry animals had slept in his mouth, his guts roiled, and a small man with a jackhammer had taken up residence behind his right eye. He stood over the urinal, concentrating on not throwing up.


  The things we do for love.


  Something red at the corner of his eye caught his attention and he turned, looking at his reflection in the mirror above the sink. At first he couldn’t make sense of what he was looking at, his addled brain struggling to process the facts. He put a hand up, tentatively, and prodded the red area where it was at its most intense, at his nose and lips. His fingers touched sticky, coagulated blood.


  He’d suffered a nosebleed in the night; so severe that his shirt was soaked red from neck to belt.
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  Janet Dickson barely had time to open the door in the morning before the office space she rather grandly called The Surgery started to fill up. Most mornings she’d see one or two walk-in patients this early, and then have time for a leisurely coffee and a bagel before starting her scheduled appointments at ten.


  Normally she’d see a maximum of twenty patients a day, but twice that number had already filed into the waiting room, and more cars were arriving outside every minute. It was already obvious that her schedule for the day was no more than a forlorn hope, and that she had to steel herself for not only dealing with the walk-ins, but also explaining to those who already had appointments that she wouldn’t be able to honor the agreement.


  I need a receptionist.


  She laughed at the thought. She barely made enough money to pay her own bills. The town just wasn’t big enough to warrant hiring more staff. It was normally too quiet. That was why she’d come here. A year in a big-city hospital dealing with every ailment modern civilization could throw at her had burned out most of her idealism, but she still thought she could make a difference somewhere quieter … somewhere slower. She had thought she’d chosen the perfect town, with a low crime rate, healthy outdoor lifestyles, and just enough elderly and children to keep her busy. Most of the time she had a relaxed and stress-free day.


  Except for today.


  “Try to form a queue,” she shouted above the hubbub. “I’ll get to you all eventually. And if anybody wants to go for a coffee, I’ll have a large latte.”


  That got her a laugh and at least broke some of the tension in the room. But it was obvious that something had the townsfolk spooked.


  She heard about the hum from her second patient. On a normal visiting day Ellen Simmons would have been first in line, first with the gossip, and usually with a different complaint from the one she’d protested long and loud about on her last visit. Today the older woman had to play second fiddle to Jim McClay, and she was none too happy about having to wait the extra two minutes.


  “There’s nothing wrong with that man that a hard day’s work wouldn’t cure,” was the first thing she said as she closed the door behind her.


  “That’s your medical opinion, is it, Ellen?” Janet said, trying, but not completely succeeding, to keep exasperation out of her voice.


  “Don’t need no medical opinion to know a slacker when I see one. You’re a soft touch, Doc. And everybody knows it. Why, just yesterday, Mrs. Ellinson said…”


  And that was the start of a litany of perceived slights and scurrilous gossip that Janet had learned a long time ago was best ignored. She only started to pay attention when the woman mentioned waking up in the night.


  “It was terrible. At first I thought it was an earthquake. The whole room shook, and two of my best china figures fell off the dressing table. I’m not even sure glue will fix them. I had them off my Frank’s mother for our first anniversary. Did I ever tell you…”


  Janet gave the woman a verbal prod, otherwise the story she actually wanted to hear might never get told, lost in a labyrinthine pathway of Ellen Simmons’ stray thoughts made verbal.


  “What time was this?” Janet asked.


  The older woman looked none too pleased to be interrupted, but gave in when Janet raised an eyebrow.


  “Around one,” she finally said. “And it got worse right quick soon after. I thought my head was going to explode. Like having a dentist drilling into my skull. Then the nosebleed came…all over my best nightgown and down across the quilt. I’ll never get the stain out. I said to Mrs. Hewitt out in the waiting room, ‘Who’s going to pay, that’s what I want to know?’ and do you know what that bitch said?”


  Janet tuned the woman out again. Ellen Simmons was in her early fifties, but she had the dress code and mannerisms of someone twenty years older. She reminded Janet of one of her own aunts, a widow from the age of twenty who reached eighty-five without having a good word to say about anybody, her face as dry and sour as her heart. Ellen had tried over the past few months to get Janet involved in what she called the life of the town—needlework classes, baking classes, Bible readings. Each time Janet had refused, politely but firmly, and each time Ellen Simmons got a little colder and a little more cutting in her tone. Janet guessed that she might be the subject of some gossip on her own behalf outside the surgery.


  But that’s where it is, outside the surgery. It’s of little importance.


  She’d lost the train of the conversation in her reverie; her hands had been working in a routine of dabbing and cleaning while the older woman talked. It was obvious that Ellen Simmons was waiting for an answer to a question Janet hadn’t heard. She made a noncommittal ‘um,’ hoping that was enough to satisfy the woman. It seemed to do the trick. Ellen Simmons left, but as ever, she had a passing barb to fling.


  “It’ll be something to do with that damned trailer park. You mark my words.”


  The morning got steadily busier, mostly nosebleeds and headaches of varying degrees of severity. She sent some of them next door to the pharmacy for pills and cotton swabs, but others needed closer attention, particularly the elderly and the young. Two in particular gave cause for concern; old man Parks was white, his eyes fluttering and pulse racing, while young Joshua Timmons bled both nasally and rectally. By the time Janet got an ambulance organized and got them headed at speed up the road to County, she had thirty more people stuffed into her small waiting room and spilling out into the parking bay outside.


  Over the course of a manic morning she was to hear many more tales of splitting headaches and nosebleeds, strange vibrations and worries of earthquakes. She didn’t see the pattern until she got a break at lunchtime, and by then the source was all too obvious.
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  Fred had been up for the best part of an hour. The nosebleed had obviously stopped of its own accord overnight, but he stood at the washroom mirror for a long time before he could bring himself to clean up the mess. He was frightened that if he touched the coagulated blob below his nostril and dislodged it, he might let loose a flow he couldn’t stop.


  Is this it? Is this the first sign?


  He’d been drinking constantly for months now. Tony at the bar had warned it was all going to catch up to him one of these days. But one of these days hadn’t come, and Fred had kept at the booze like a man on a mission.


  And now here it is.


  He found that it actually worried him. Not enough to get him to stop, but enough for him to think that he might do so…sometime. That thought was enough to get him moving. He dabbed at his nose, gingerly at first, then with more intent when he saw he was in no imminent danger of bleeding out. He was relieved to find that he cleaned up nicely, the blood washing off and leaving no trace behind apart from a still-raw tenderness in each nostril and a taste of copper at the back of his throat.


  If only everything could be wiped so readily.


  He had finished his third smoke and had just fetched the first beer of the day from the fridge when someone knocked on the trailer door. He ignored it to start with, and turned up the television, but the knocking got more insistent. Whoever was there knew Fred was inside, and wasn’t about to take no for an answer.


  “Come on, lad, get your shit together,” a well-known voice shouted. “I got a job for you. Cash in hand, no questions asked.”


  Fred knew Charlie Watson’s kind of jobs. Shit shoveling, garbage collecting, septic tank cleaning— all the crap nobody else wanted to deal with.


  Except those that don’t have any other choice. Those like me.


  Charlie knocked again.


  “Fuck off. I’m not here,” Fred shouted.


  He heard the old man laugh.


  “A hundred bucks says you are.”


  A hundred bucks would cover his booze bill for the coming weekend. That got him out of his chair. He rose and put the beer back in the fridge.


  “Later, baby,” he whispered, and opened the trailer door.


  Charlie spat out a thick clump of tobacco and squinted up at Fred.


  “You look like warmed-up shit, boy,” the older man said. “You need to cut down on the booze.”


  “You’re one to talk,” Fred replied, and lit up another smoke, making sure he kept upwind of Charlie. Some days the stench was enough to make you gag. It wasn’t so bad this morning, but the odd-job man still smelled like a wet dog that had rolled in a cow pat, and he looked like he’d been soaking in shit and piss his whole life—which wasn’t too far off the mark these past few years.


  Charlie was Fred’s main drinking buddy, a man who could be relied on for company at any bar in town, and a willing ally in the quest for oblivion after a bad day. When he wasn’t doing that, he was trying to find enough dirty work to pay for his nights. It looked like he’d found something.


  “So what’s the job?” Fred asked. He spotted that Charlie had a red stain in his moustache, to match the yellow nicotine streak in the gray. He remembered his own nosebleed, and the futile efforts to clean a shirt that was now consigned to the garbage bag.


  “Something’s going on in Hopman’s Hollow,” Charlie replied, heading for his battered pickup, expecting Fred to follow. “Ain’t too sure what yet, just that there’s a shit-load of clearing up to do, and the money’s there, if you want it?”


  “I want it,” Fred called after him. “Give me a second.”


  He went back inside the trailer and changed into his work gear—a denim shirt and Wranglers that might last out the year if he didn’t put too much effort in. His work boots were in a similar state of disrepair, the left one starting to come away from the sole.


  But beggars can’t be choosers.


  He pulled the boots on, only then realizing that they were still damp from three days before when Charlie had them clearing out a creek on the west side of town. He squelched slightly as he stepped down out of the trailer.


  Charlie was already in the pickup, waiting, a crumpled smoke dangling from the right side of his mouth. Fred got in the passenger seat, sat as close to the door as he could, and rolled down the window. If anything, the smell was worse inside the truck, and even lighting a cigarette of his own didn’t help matters. He breathed through his mouth. It helped some, but not much. He was grateful he hadn’t managed to eat any breakfast, for it would surely have made another appearance by now.


  The old man didn’t seem to notice. He put the truck in gear, an action that made the old box creak and grind. The muffler let out two loud bangs, and the truck finally wheezed into life and crept away from the trailer. The vehicle didn’t have many more miles left in it.


  Much like me, Fred thought, then smacked himself on the forehead with the palm of his hand. He was spending too much time locked in his head. Maybe this jaunt with Charlie was just what was needed to take his mind off things.


  If Charlie saw Fred’s frustration, he didn’t mention it.


  “Some news, huh?” the old man said as they drove through the trailer park.


  “Ain’t seen any yet,” Fred replied, intent on keeping any chat to a minimum until he could get out into the fresh air. “What’s up?”


  “Just half the town coming down sick, that’s what’s up,” Charlie replied, and laughed, a high whiny thing like a hyena in pain. “Headaches and nosebleeds. Even had a touch of it myself just after midnight, but a couple of slugs of Jack moved it quick enough. Ain’t a headache in the world that Jack can’t shift.”


  “Amen to that,” Fred replied, and wished, not for the last time that morning, that he’d stayed in his trailer and tested that hypothesis.


  Fall was almost over. The trees lining the highway had lost the vibrant red and oranges from their foliage and had settled for dirty brown scraps that fluttered and fell like dying birds in the slight breeze. The sky hung over them like a piece of blue porcelain, and the wind coming through the open window was bracing, to say the least. But as the old truck gained speed, Charlie’s body odor seemed to dispel, and Fred even started to enjoy the ride.


  Unfortunately, they weren’t going far.


  Not nearly far enough.


  Hopman’s Hollow was little more than a boggy pond a mile out on the eastern edge of town, just off the main highway. Or rather, it had been when Fred last passed it a week before. Since then it had taken on pretensions of being a small lake, having grown to three times its previous size. It now covered an area nearly the size of a football field, and the murky water lapped up close to the road.


  As they got closer still, Fred saw that a small offshoot from the main body of water had undermined a patch of John Hopman’s land at the rear of his house. Fred’s heart sank as he saw the exposed septic tank, its contents clearly oozing from a rupture at the rear end into the new expanse of pond below it. The tank itself, a cylinder some eight feet long and four feet in diameter, hung precariously over the new shoreline.


  More shit shoveling.


  John Hopman stood on his lawn, arms crossed, staring grimly at the enlarged hollow. He acknowledged their presence with a nod as they parked at the end of his drive.


  “Think you can do something, Charlie?” the landowner said.


  The landowner had a drop of fresh blood under his left nostril, but Fred knew better than to mention it. There was little sense in further riling a man who was clearly in a foul mood. Besides, the Hopmans weren’t known for their goodwill and hospitality. The family had been the richest folks in town for over a century now; most land, biggest house, and loudest voice in any decisions made by the town council. They were feared and hated in equal measure, but never loved, and Fred had always tried to keep his dealings with them to a minimum. He was surprised that Charlie had brought them here in the first place, for the old man had, on many occasions, made his feelings about the first family perfectly clear.


  Parasites, leeches and worms; and that’s just the good ones.


  Fred was woolgathering. Again. He nodded in John Hopman’s direction, and turned to go after Charlie.


  The older man was already over by the septic tank. Fred walked over to join him, aware that the hum was back—distant but noticeable. His headache returned with a vengeance, pounding behind his right eye.


  “Get over here, lad,” Charlie said. “It’s going to take both of us to stop this booger toppling over. Ain’t like it’s the first time I’ve had you work through a hangover, is it?”


  Seconds later Fred was knee deep in muddy water that had too many suspicious bits floating in it to think about. He had most of the weight of the septic tank on his shoulder, and as Charlie pushed from one side some of the contents spilled out and ran down the front of Fred’s shirt.


  Another one ruined.


  Fred took as much of the weight as he could, and tried not to breathe too heavily as Charlie attempted to right the tank. From what Fred could see, it wasn’t going to happen—they’d need some heavy lifting gear to help. He was about to tell that to Charlie when things got a lot worse.


  It happened fast.


  Hopman was being sensible and stood well back, which was just as well for the bank that had been supporting the tank gave way completely, sending it, and the two workmen, tumbling into deeper water. The edge of the tank struck Charlie a glancing blow on the brow. Fred saw blood spurt, just before the older man and the tank started to sink. As he started to go under, Charlie’s eyes rolled up to show only white.


  Fred didn’t wait to think. He let go of the tank and dove for Charlie, catching the man just as his head dipped below the surface. He was aware that the septic tank was sinking fast—burps and gurgles accompanying it as it fell from sight, but Fred was fixed on helping the older man.


  He gathered Charlie up in his arms and, making certain he had sure footing beneath him, started to wade back toward the new area of banking. He was dismayed to see the sides crumble away from him, the pond growing faster than his wading pace. Hopman was still up on his rapidly shrinking lawn, staring aghast at the growing expanse of muddy water that threatened to overwhelm his property.


  “Give me a hand here,” Fred shouted. At the same moment he felt the water sucking at his legs, threatening to sweep him off his feet. He struggled forward as fast as he could manage, Charlie a dead weight in his arms.


  Hopman’s gaze shifted, looking over Fred’s shoulder. The landowner’s face went white, and Fred didn’t have to look back to know he was in trouble. The tugging at his legs got stronger fast, and seconds later the current lifted his feet off the bottom. He rearranged his hold on Charlie to ensure the man’s mouth would stay above water and started to swim with his free arm, kicking hard. The tide pulled harder.


  “For pity’s sake, Hopman, help us,” he shouted.


  The man didn’t move, his gaze fixed on the center of the pond, eyes wide; mouth open in astonishment.


  Fred put all he had into the swimming stroke. He finally felt something solid underneath him and was able to plant his legs down. It had to be the septic tank, lodged somewhere below on the bed of the pond. He stumbled and fell forward, just as the water sucked away from beneath him, as if someone had pulled out a plug. The tide pulled at Charlie, threatened to tug him out of Fred’s grasp. He gripped tightly at the old man’s shirt, praying that it would hold. Water roared and foamed all around him.


  Suddenly all went quiet.


  Fred, with Charlie beside him, lay across the top of the septic tank, half of which was embedded in a steep muddy bank.


  A voice called down to them.


  “You still alive down there?”


  John Hopman was some feet above, looking down, then past them. Fred followed his gaze and almost forgot to breathe.


  The septic tank was perched on the edge of a drop that fell away out of his view, but the sound of water dropping into the new chasm told him it was of some depth. The pond no longer existed. In its place was a huge muddy hole that even now was falling in at the edges, soft clay soil seeping farther into the gaping hole.


  Fred shifted his weight, and the septic tank lurched to one side alarmingly before settling again.


  “Get some rope,” he said to Hopman. “And you’d better do it quick.”


  Hopman complied this time, and moved away out of sight. Fred made sure that they were in no immediate danger of toppling backward into the hole, and checked on Charlie. The older man was out cold, his face white with only a high patch of color on each cheek. The wound at his brow looked superficial, although it was still bleeding, and he was breathing, fast and shallow, but breathing.


  “Stay with me, Charlie,” Fred whispered. “You’re the only friend I’ve got in this town.”


  Hopman came back seconds later.


  “Grab hold,” he shouted, and threw down, not a rope, but a long length of exterior electric cabling. Fred had to shift his footing to get it wrapped under Charlie’s armpits, and his heart thudded faster as the septic
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