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Introduction

Talking About Rick

Last March, I got a call from Brian Keene, a writer who’s become a close friend, and as soon as he started to talk I knew something was wrong. Brian’s usual delivery and tone are somewhere between Lenny Bruce and Vin Diesel, but this time his voice sounded thin and ready to crack. “I’m calling with some really bad news,” he said. “It’s about Rick Hautala.”

I knew what was coming next but I felt myself pressing the phone closer to my ear just to make sure I was hearing things correctly. Rick had been standing outside his apartment when he collapsed into the snow. By the time the EMTs arrived, he was already gone. When you hear news like this, the first thought is usually that it can’t be true, especially when this would be the third time in a week I was hearing the same thing about a horror writer. David Silva and James Herbert had also died in March, 2013. As Brian filled me in on the details and answers to the usual questions about family and his wife, Holly, I felt the true impact of what had just happened.

I had just talked to Rick the day before … and I could still hear his words in my head. He’d called to ask me for a blurb for his latest novel, The Demon’s Wife from Journalstone Press, and to be honest, he couldn’t have called at a worse time. It was one of those months where a bunch of deadlines, obligations, travel dates, and other commitments had somehow piled up to the point where I had so much to do each morning, I had no idea where to start or how to even sort it out. The last thing I had time for was to read an entire novel and get off a blurb within the week. I almost begged off, but Rick sounded so pleased and excited with his latest book, I just couldn’t say no. I promised him I’d shoehorn him into my schedule and deliver a blurbus summa cum laude. He said great and that he’d email me the PDF by evening. Later on his email arrived with attachment and a few lines of thanks and appreciation … and that was the last I ever heard from him.

Rick and I go back a ways. It was probably 25 years ago at a regional convention called NECON that I saw this guy who looked a lot like Martin Mull walking around the Friday night party with “the look” on his face—the one that says I don’t know anybody here and I feel like the turd in the punchbowl. He looked like a nice guy so I walked up, introduced myself, forced him to drink a shot of George Dickel sour mash, and started introducing him to the regular crowd and he met a lot of the people that night would be his closest friends for the rest of his life.

Over the years we became pals. We collaborated on short stories and screenplays, and he wrote the intro to my Stoker-winning short story collection (I used to tell him I won the award in spite of his name in the table of contents and he would just laugh that signature laugh of his). During the years Elizabeth and I lived in New Hampshire, he always had a spot at our Thanksgiving table. When we weren’t laughing and drinking at conventions, we talked on the phone. He had a great sense of humor and had a way of turning folksy phrases. He was a gentle guy with a big heart, and obviously a great dad.

Using his Finnish heritage to explain his often bleak view of his career and the world at large was oddly endearing to everyone who knew him. We often disagreed about politics and writing; and I know it bugged him that I never bought any of the many stories he sent me for the Borderlands anthologies. I would tell him that if I could reject a poem by Bradbury, I could certainly turn down a story by him … and he would laugh. He became very comfortable telling a certain type of story, and I would urge him to step out and challenge himself. Judging from the last few books he wrote, I think he was starting to do just that.

Despite our many differences, we remained good buddies right up to the end, and I’m going to miss him. If you knew him and/or his work, you know why I feel this way. If you don’t, you will soon—cuz you got yourself a Rick Hautala eBook and you’ll be discovering what I’ve known for a long time.

It took me a while to deal with the truth that I’ll never hear him on the other end of the phone or pick him to play first base on one of our shitty NECON writer-softball teams …

And so, I leave you with an old Sicilian proverb, of which I’m sure Rick would approve: “Forget that I died. Remember that I lived.” Which in Rick’s case should be amended to say “remember that I wrote!”

—Tom Monteleone

Fallston MD

February 20, 2014


Prologue

January 1921

… revere Spirits, but keep them at a distance.

—Confucius

I say this house is as dark as ignorance, though ignorance were as dark as hell…

Twelfth Night, IV, ii, 45-46

—Shakespeare


A Winter’s Storm

I

With evening, the sky turned the color of thick soot. Toivo Kivinen shouldered open the door of his house, stepped inside, then swung the door firmly shut behind him. He stamped his feet on the braided rug, and most of the snow clinging to his woolen pants fell to the floor. Small puddles began to form and spread.

“You look cold,” Anne, his wife, said, looking up from her knitting. She was propped on the couch beside the blazing fireplace and wrapped in a tattered afghan.

Toivo, a short, stocky Finn with blond hair and piercing blue eyes, nodded and grunted a reply as he took off first his pussi lakki, then his three-fingered mittens and let them drop. He bent over and began unlacing his boots.

“Has it stopped snowing yet?” Anne asked, keeping her voice low so she wouldn’t disturb twelve-year-old Marie asleep beside her on the couch.

Toivo shook his head, still not saying anything intelligible. He knew she could see the thick flakes streaking past the living room window. Caught in the rectangle of light from the house, the snow made pencil-thin white lines against the dark night.

“It’s beginning to break now,” he muttered, kicking one boot off.

“And the animals?” Anne asked softly. “They’re settled?”

“Yes. Yes. They’re settled,” Toivo said through his teeth. He kicked the other boot off, and it slammed into the wall. The sound made Marie stir. As Toivo started toward the living room, he stepped into a puddle of ice water and swore softly under his breath. “Saatana! Saatana!”

“Such language,” Anne said sharply, not looking up.

Toivo shot her an angry glance, then paused. Another worse curse formed in his mouth, but he let it dissolve when he saw the haunted hollowness of his wife’s face. With no curse permitted, words failed him, so he sat down in his armchair and grunted.

“Toivo,” Anne said after a long silence broken only by the crackling of the fire and the steady click-click of her knitting needles. He looked at her, his hypnotized concentration on the fire broken. Anne’s knitting needles were poised in midair like crossed swords.

“Toivo, the winter will be long and hard, and—”

“And night is dark. Snow is cold,” Toivo snapped. He knew what was coming, what she would say next, and—just now—he didn’t want to hear it.

Anne looked at her husband and sighed deeply as the knitting needles settled into her lap. Her thin lips drew back against her teeth, and she swallowed with difficulty before continuing.

“How long will it go on?” she asked. “How long will you work in that godforsaken quarry before you finally admit that it will never make any money?”

Toivo rumbled in his chest. “Such language,” he said and turned his gaze back to the fire.

“How long before we all starve to death?” Anne said, her voice taking on a cutting edge that jabbed at his ears. “If we moved back to Lanesville now, you could find work in the quarries there. Urho, my uncle, will—

“I don’t care what your Uncle Urho can or can’t do!” Toivo shouted, letting his fist drop like a hammer on the chair’s arm. Marie rolled over in her sleep and dragged an edge of the quilt over her face. Toivo leaned forward and, lowering his voice, said, “I will not work for another man. Never again! Not when I have a quarry of my own!”

“But it’s losing money,” Anne said, pleading. “We haven’t much food now, and winter’s not even half over. We’ll starve. We’ll lose the house if we don’t have money soon.”

“We will have money soon. Come spring.”

“Not next spring! Soon! Now! Look—look at Marie. Twelve years old and look at her—thin as a rail. If we moved back to Lanesville now, we’d be with family. We could all help each other.”

Toivo hoisted himself to his feet and began pacing back and forth in front of the fireplace, slapping his fist repeatedly in his open hand. His bulky shadow swept like a dark wing across the room. Inside, his blood was raging; his stomach was tightening like a spring.

“I’m my own boss! My own person!” he said, slapping his chest solidly. “I don’t need charity from anyone—not Urho, not anyone!”

“It isn’t charity if it’s family,” Anne said, sounding desperate now. “And—and—”

She suddenly flung her knitting down and reached out to her husband, her hands folded and shaking as though in fitful prayer. Her vision blurred as tears filled her eyes. “And I can’t stay here anymore, Toivo. I can’t! Not another winter! I saw him again, this evening—just before you came in.”

Toivo turned to her, his fist clenched and raised as if to strike, but he held himself back, trembling. “You didn’t see him, Anne! You didn’t! Eino is dead!”

“I did! I saw him!” Anne screeched. Her eyes were wide and glistening, her face chalky.

“Your son is dead, Anne. Dead! And the sooner you accept that, the better off we’ll all be.” It took a massive effort for Toivo to keep his voice steady. The memory of his son’s death rose in his mind like an acid-sharp etching. Eino’s arm crushed beneath a three-ton granite block, his hand severed at the wrist and nothing more than a bloody, pulpy smear on the ground, he lay cradled in his father’s arms as he bled to death. The company doctor arrived too late to do anything but pronounce him dead.

Anne looked up at his looming bulk, backlit by the fireplace, and a sudden terror flooded her as her vision of the man she loved shifted subtly into the shape of a monster poised to strike out at her. She choked back a pained sob and turned away, hoping the vision would pass, but when she saw a shadow shift outside the window, she screamed and fell to the floor.

“There he is! He’s there!” she yelled, clawing her face with one hand and pointing frantically with the other. “Outside! Look! There! Let him come in out of the storm!”

Marie was startled awake and sat up blinking, looking back and forth between her mother and father. “Wha—? What is it?” she said, choking. She registered fear but not the source of the fear. Had papa been drinking again?

“He’s outside! He’s outside!” Anne yelled, pointing wildly at the window. “I saw him! I saw Eino! He wants to come in!”

Marie looked, horror-struck, at the window and saw nothing but reflected firelight and streaks of snow.

Toivo took four long strides to the window and, leaning on the sill with clenched fists, pressed his nose to the cold glass. Nothing. Nothing but the night and thick snowflakes, which always came at the tail end of a storm.

Marie knelt on the floor beside her mother, stroking her hair softly as she cooed in her ear. “It’s all right, Mama. It’s all right. Would you like some tea, Mama?”

Toivo turned, straightened himself, and placed both hands on his hips as he stared at his wife. One part of his mind questioned his wife’s sanity, but, at least consciously, he thought her repeated claims of seeing Eino were nothing more than the aftereffects of the shock and grief of losing her first-born—something she must get over soon before it did drive her mad.

“There is nothing—no one—out there,” he said firmly as though speaking to a child. “No one would be out there. Not on a night like this.”

“I saw—him,” Anne said, shaking with chest-deep sobs. “I saw—Eino… my boy.” She buried her face in her hands, and warm tears filled the cups of her palms.

“No, woman,” Toivo said. “There was no one there.”

“I … saw … him.”

With an angry huff, Toivo went to the door and began lacing on his boots. Hiking on his heavy coat, he swung the door open. A gust of wind carried a puff of snow into the house with a sharp, snakelike hiss.

“Get that tea for your mother,” he growled at Marie, who immediately ran into the kitchen. “I’ll go out and take a look, woman, if only to prove how foolish you are.”

The frigid blast of air hit Anne, huddled on the floor; then the door slammed shut behind Toivo.

II

Outside, Toivo could see that the storm was breaking up. Thick, cottony clouds drifted pale blue against the inky sky. Sprinkles of stars shone through the rifts in the clouds, and the moon, almost full, cast wavering, eerie shadows under the eaves of the house. Toivo made his way slowly through the knee-deep snow to the side of the house.

“Damned woman,” he muttered, his breath puffing plumes of steam. The night was filled with a bone-deep silence, broken only by the distant hissing of the wind racing over the snowy fields. The tang of wood smoke stung his nostrils, reminding him of the sauna back home in Finland, and a soft sense of loss, maybe homesickness, surged up in his chest. He plowed his way over to the rectangle of light cast through the window onto the snow.

What he saw there, beneath the window, made him jerk back a step or two in surprise. In the new-fallen snow, directly below the window, were the definite impressions of footprints. Toivo grunted, stepped forward, and bent low to study them. The light from the moon shifted under the passing clouds, filling the depressions in the snow with deep shadows.

“Saatana!” Toivo whispered, studying the footprints. They looked small, like a child’s, and they pointed toward the house, clearly indicating that someone had been outside looking in. But who? Some neighbor who needed help? Perhaps a practical joker or Peeping Tom. The tracks were fresh, he knew that much.

Toivo straightened up and, turning, scanned the snow-covered field down toward the road. He could just barely see the leaning stone gatepost at the end of the driveway, nearly lost in the tangle of shadows from the overhanging oak. But there were no footprints, other than his own, leading to the house. Just here, by the window—where Anne had said she had seen their dead son—was the snow cover broken.

“Papa … Papa,” a voice called faintly.

“One minute, Marie,” Toivo called. His voice echoed through the night as he scanned the unbroken snow. Confusion surged within him as he considered who might have been outside here, looking in on his family in the privacy of their home. He clenched his fists and shook them.

“Papa … Papa.”

“Wait one minute, can’t you!” he shouted. A sudden gust of wind blew a flurry of snow into his face, sending a chill down his back. He realized that he had come outside without his mittens and pussi lakki, and blew on his fists to warm them.

“Papa … I’m here,” the voice said. There was a hollowness in the sound that made the chill reach deeper into Toivo’s chest. He was about to yell once more to Marie to tell her that he’d be right in when he glanced into the living room. Anne sat hunched on the couch next to Marie, sipping tea as they both stared at the flickering fire.

Toivo frowned and looked around. Moon-cast shadows danced and wavered, and the low wind sounded almost like someone groaning. He looked back at his family, sitting warm and safe by the fire, and felt a chilly hand brush across the back of his neck.

“Papa … Help me … Papa,” the voice said, sounding strangely both distant and near at the same time. A surge of panic filled Toivo when he saw that neither Anne nor Marie had moved or spoken. The voice was here—outside—in the dark—with him!

Frantic, he turned and looked across the field, fear sinking like iron in his gut. And now he saw something looming black against the pure white of the snow in the field across the driveway. A huge dark block rose up out of the ground, casting a long, rectangular shadow that pointed directly at the house.

Toivo started through the snow toward the block. Moonlight wavered in and out, making the whole world shift sickeningly from side to side. The snow got deeper, and he struggled slowly, like a man wading through a ferocious riptide.

“Papa … Help me,” the voice called.

As Toivo got nearer to the block, he realized what the block was: there, in the middle of his field where it had no business being, was a solid block of granite standing on one end.

“Papa … Please … I need you.”

Panting like an overworked horse, Toivo plowed through the snow, nearer—nearer to the stone that shouldn’t—couldn’t—be there! The wind hissed, chilling his hands and stinging his face. His footprints behind him filled in as though he had never been there.

As he got closer, he saw that there was something in front of the stone. Squinting, he tried to make out what it was, but it wasn’t until the voice came again, moaning in his ears, that he realized that it was a person standing there in the moon-cast shadow of the stone.

“Papa … Papa.”

“Eino! No, not Eino! Not my boy!” Toivo shouted as the figure, head cocked to one side and hair streaming in the wind, drifted toward him with its arms open wide.

And then he saw with horror too shattering to comprehend that one of the arms the figure held out to him was handless, and it was not Eino. The face that leered out of the darkness and grinned at Toivo was rotten with decay. Papery flaps of decomposing skin hung loosely from a grinning skull face, and the stench of centuries-old death washed from its mouth.

Staggering backward, Toivo tried to fend off the approaching figure whose laughter mixed subtly with the groaning sound the wind made. But even as he backed away from the dark granite block, the black rectangle seemed to expand until it towered over Toivo. With a shuddering groan, Toivo hugged his chest as his heart nearly ripped itself apart. He lurched forward and was dead before his face broke the smooth surface of the new-fallen snow.

III

At first, when Toivo didn’t return or answer their calls, Anne, only slightly calmed, figured that he’d gone to the barn to check on the animals once more. An hour later, when he still hadn’t come back, she sent Marie out to look for him. After checking the barn, she finally found him, face down in the snow—dead, as the town doctor who arrived sometime after midnight determined.

Two weeks later, Anne put the house on the market and moved with Marie back to Massachusetts to be with her family.


Part One

June, 1986

Hark! the death owl loud doth sing To the nightmares as they go.

—Chatterton

To such as note their nightly fantasies, Some one in twenty may incur belief.

Arden of Feversham

—Anonymous


Chapter One

The House

I

“Are we there yet?” Beth asked from her balled-up position in the back seat of the family station wagon. Max, Beth’s collie, lay curled beside her, his head lolling almost onto the floor. He had never liked car rides, even short ones, and this one had been too long. He and everyone else in the car were exhausted.

“Just ’bout, Pun’kin,” Don Inman answered, glancing at his daughter in the rear view. He smiled, and she smiled back weakly. She had been carsick about an hour after they had left Jan’s parents’ house in Connecticut that morning, and even now, four hours later, she didn’t have all of her color back.

Of course, Jan’s parents had insisted that they swing by their house before they left for Maine, forget the two-hour detour! The commuter traffic into Hartford had eaten up more road time than Don had cared to consider, but he was no fool; the last thing he needed was to aggravate his in-laws. They had made good time after that, other than a little snarl just south of Boston. Joe Green’s helicopter report said something about an overturned truck, but they hadn’t seen it. Once they crossed the bridge into Kittery, things were a bit sluggish along Route One, but the summer tourist traffic wasn’t in full swing yet, and anything was a relief after Hartford.

About fifteen miles past the state line, Don saw the sign he was looking for, slowed, and snapped on his left-turn signal. He nudged Jan from her half-sleepy daze. Straightening up, she yawned as she read the sign aloud. “Mountain Road. Hey! That’s it!”

Don nodded and smiled, feeling an excited tingle in his gut. “We made it.”

On Mountain Road, it was another two miles to the town of St. Ann’s. When he saw the town-line marker and the first few buildings of downtown, Don shot a quick glance back at Beth. “This is it.”

“Not really much of a downtown, is it?” Jan said, looking out her window at the small huddle of houses and shabby store fronts. Next to the brick fire barn was a small park with an octagonal bandstand and a well-worn baseball diamond.

“What do kids around here do?” Beth asked, trying not to sound too dismayed.

“The same things kids do everywhere, honey,” Jan answered. She was smiling, but Don thought she seemed a bit put off by the town, too. Maybe it was just the reality of what they were doing finally sinking in—pulling up roots and moving from Rhode Island.

“It’s nice here, Pun’kin. You’ll see.” He smiled at her in the mirror. “Much nicer—and quieter than Providence ever thought of being.”

“But all of my friends live in Providence,” Beth said, almost whining. Max looked at her, cocking his head to one side. In his own peculiar dog way, he sensed that the drive was almost over and began panting with relief. Beth reached over and started scratching him behind the ears, oblivious of the saliva stain he left on her pants leg.

At the center of town, marked only by a blinking yellow light, there was a triangular patch of grass surrounding a granite watering trough, used now as a planter for petunias. Don let out an excited whoop as he turned left onto Hunter Hill Road.

“We’re close now!” he said, slapping the steering wheel.

“Good thing, too,” Jan said, her face twisting, “’cause I have to pee.”

Max started to whine, and Beth shifted forward, leaning on the front seat. They passed the town hall on the right and an Episcopal church on the left as they started the gradual climb up the hill. The car sputtered once, threatening to conk out, but then it continued to churn steadily up the grade.

Around a long, graceful bend, Don saw it in the distance just above a screen of trees—the dark bulk of the house—but by the time he pointed it out to Jan and Beth, it had passed out of sight.

“Do you know why they call this Hunter Hill?” Jan asked. “Was that the name of a family around here?”

Don shrugged. “When we lived here with my mom, during the war, Susan used to tell me there was an Indian killed by a bear in our backyard and that he’d drag me off if I played too close to the woods.”

“Who—the bear or the Indian?” Beth asked, snickering.

“Very funny,” Don said.

The road dipped slightly where it crossed an alder-lined stream, and beyond the stream on the left, a vast, rolling hill edged up to the sky. The house and barn sat on the horizon line, almost creating the illusion that they floated just above the ground. Don pulled over to the side of the road and let the engine idle.

“Well,” he said, with obvious pride, “there it is. What do you think, Pun’kin?”

Beth stared up at the house, her mouth open and her eyebrows arched. Jan was silent for several seconds, then with a short breath said, “Well, it sure looks better than it did in the winter. Looks sorta like a Wyeth painting, don’t you think?”

“Who?” Beth said. She glanced at Max, then back at the house. “Anyway, it sure looks old.” There was a curious tone of awe in her voice.

“It is old,” Don said. “Of course it’s old. It’s been in the family for over seventy-five years, but it’s in—uh—darn good shape.”

Jan’s eyes tracked the rutted dirt driveway that led up to the house and barn, both of which looked sad and somehow brooding against the deep blue of the sky. The shingles had been weathered to a battleship gray, and a section of the roof on the barn had blown away. Two full maple trees stood like sentinels on either side of the colonial-red front door. At the foot of the driveway, a gnarled oak fluttered its leaves in the wind and shaded a tall, leaning stone gatepost.

“It looks smaller than I remember it,” Jan said, glancing at Don.

“That’s ’cause you saw it in winter. The trees full of leaves and the grass growing just make it look smaller.”

“I suppose so.”

“The barn sure looks big, though,” Beth said, her eyes twinkling. “Probably more than big enough for a horse or something.”

Don let out a slow sigh and looked over at Jan. “Beth—Pun’kin—we’ve been over this enough already.”

“Too much!” Jan said.

“Yes, too much. Your mother and I told you that there’s no way we can afford a horse. Not this summer, anyway. Maybe in the fall, after we see just how much money we’re going to have to put into the house.”

“One of the first things I want,” Jan said. “is some hot top on this driveway. This looks like the Dust Bowl.”

Don couldn’t hold back his burst of laughter. “Pave the driveway! Do you have any idea how expensive that would be?”

“Probably more than a horse,” Beth said under her breath, but Don heard her.

“You got that right, Pun’kin. Much more than a horse.”

“Still, it might be cheaper than new shocks on the car every month,” Jan said.

“You said the house didn’t need that much work,” Beth said. Her voice trailed up, making her statement a question, but Don could tell that she was calculating if the outside of the house looked as though it might need at least a horse’s worth of paint.

“The inside’s much better than the outside,” Don said. “The people Aunt Susan was renting it to hadn’t moved out yet when Mom and I were here in February for my teaching job interview, but we checked it out pretty good. A little Lysol and paint, and it’ll be just fine. Much nicer than our house in Providence, believe me.”

“I still can’t figure out why Susan never got a buyer for the place,” Jan said, still looking at the house. “I mean, the location’s terrific. She must’ve been asking too much.”

“I know she tried like a trooper,” Don said with a shrug. “She had it on the market, off and on, for over ten years. Lucky for us she never found a buyer, huh?”

“Yeah,” Jan said. “Lucky for us.”

“But then why doesn’t Aunt Sue want Grammy Kivinen to know we’re gonna be living here?” Beth asked. Her breath was warm on Don’s ear, and he felt himself flush.

Don looked quickly at Jan, then said, “And what makes you think Grammy doesn’t want us living here?” He hoped the quaver in his voice wasn’t too obvious.

“I heard you guys talking one night,” Beth answered with childish honesty. “You said something about, ‘now that she was in the hospital, it wouldn’t matter anymore,’ but I—”

“That’s just about enough,” Jan snapped. “You shouldn’t be eavesdropping on your parents.”

“I wasn’t eavesdropping,” Beth said, blushing as she sank back into the seat. “I just heard.”

Max gave her his best woebegone expression and dropped his head onto her lap.

“Look, Pun’kin, it’s not that we don’t care about Grammy being in the hospital …” Don said.

“I know that,” Beth said, her voice low. She was scratching Max behind the ears again and staring absently out her window.

“It’s just that—well, Grammy’s very sick, and it’s pretty obvious she won’t live much longer. She’ll be ninety-two on her next birthday, so Aunt Sue offered the place to us when I told her we were thinking of moving north.”

“But why didn’t she take the house,” Beth asked, still sounding ornery.

“Because she and her family already have a house in Portsmouth; that’s why,” Jan said, obviously trying to cut this discussion short.

“But we had a house, too—in Providence.”

“Look, Pun’kin, I don’t want to get into this, but—well, when Grammy wasn’t sick, she always said she didn’t want anyone from the family living in the house. And—to be totally truthful—I don’t think she even knew Aunt Sue was renting it out. But I’ve always wanted to move back to Maine, and when the job teaching shop at York High School opened up, your mother and I thought it was time to make the jump. Besides, I wanted desperately to get out of Rhode Island, if you want to know the truth.”

“Sure,” Beth said, “but the reason I never could have a horse was ’cause we lived in the city, ‘n’ I thought once we got—”

“Enough of that, young lady,” Jan snapped. Frightened, Max pressed his face between the seat and Beth’s back.

Don reached behind him and scuffed Beth’s hair. “Pun’kin, I know—we all know—how much you want a horse, and I promise we’ll try to see our way clear to get you one, but definitely not until after school starts—at the soonest.”

“All right—I guess?’

Don slipped the car into gear. From the back seat, Max let out a mournful whimper.

“Let’s get up to the house and get unpacked. We could sit here gabbing until dark. We’ve got some cleaning to do and I, for one, need a good night’s sleep before the movers come tomorrow with our furniture.”

By force of habit from years of city driving, Don snapped on the turn signal. The car jostled onto the dirt driveway, past the oak shading the leaning stone post. The blinker had just clicked off when he heard an odd, strangled sound from the back seat. A deep-bellied grunt, as though—

—someone’s choking!

An icy knot hit his stomach as he slammed on the brakes. The car hit a deep rut and bounced, then skidded to a stop. Jan was turning around in her seat.

“What the—? Oh, my God!” she screamed.

Don wrenched the shift into park and pulled on the emergency brake. Turning, he saw Beth, her face infused with blood and turning a horrid shade of purple. She was staring wide-eyed as she clawed at her throat and made feeble, strangled sounds. Just as he was reaching for her, her mouth opened and a warm cascade of vomit poured over the seat, splattering him and a good portion of the dashboard.

“Don! Help her!” Jan shouted close to his ear as they both struggled to reach Beth.

The tightness in Don’s chest threatened to unravel as he watched Beth’s eyes roll upward until all he could see were the whites. The stench of partially digested hamburger and strawberry milkshake made Don’s stomach begin to rebel.

Beth took one deep, sputtering breath—which didn’t sound like enough to Don—and then a second barrage shot out, thick and warm. Don thought crazily of Campbell’s Chunky Soup as he turned and fumbled for his door latch.

Once outside, he thought he would just about pull the door off its hinges as he swung Beth’s door open and scooped her up into his arms. Her breath came in short, ragged gulps that sounded like a baby’s rattle. Still not enough air, Don thought, looking frantically at his daughter’s purple-flushed face.

“Beth—Pun’kin—Come on, breathe. Breathe!” he said, as he rolled her over in his arms, hugged her from behind, and gripped his left wrist with his right hand just below her sternum. Closing his eyes to fight his panic, he gave her several, quick, controlled squeezes. She was stiff in his arms, her muscles knotting like taut cables, but after the fourth or fifth squeeze, a wad of trapped vomit shot out, and then air filled her lungs.

“Christ!”

“Is she all right?” Jan asked. She had come around the side of the car and was kneeling beside them in the grass, watching with agonized helplessness.

Beth wheezed, coughed, and sputtered, but when she inhaled, they could hear her lungs filling. The violent purple in her face was fading to a rashy red.

Gently, Don lowered Beth to her knees. She looked worn and strangely small as she moved into a sitting position slowly. Saliva and vomit stained the front of her blouse and jeans, but a trace of brave humor came to her eyes as she wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, sniffed her hand, and said, “Aww, gross!”

Max, who had jumped out of the car right behind them, came over to Beth and started licking her face until she shooed him away. Jan shifted over and started massaging Beth’s shoulders. “Are you feeling all right now?”

Beth nodded. “Ummm. Kinda weak, though.”

“I’ll get the Handi-Wipes from the glove compartment,” Don said. He dashed to the car and returned with the whole package. He handed them to Jan, who tore one of the foil packets open and spread out the alcohol-soaked paper. The foil wrapper fluttered to the ground.

“There—there, Beth. Take it easy now,” Jan cooed as she wiped away the sheen of sweat from Beth’s forehead. The red in her face was fading fast now and, if anything, she looked pale.

They were sitting in the grass near the leaning stone post. A cool breeze fluttered the oak leaves dappling them with shadows. Don felt a chill tingle between his shoulder blades.

“God … you gave us a scare,” Don said. “Whatever happened?”

Beth shrugged and looked at him, her eyes glistening. “I dunno. It happened all of a sudden?’

“We’ll get you cleaned up when we get up to the house, O.K.?” Jan said. She got up and then supported Beth as she stood up on wobbly legs.

Beth forced a smile and nodded. “Umm. I do feel kinda wrung out. Sorry ’bout the car,” she said, looking at her father.

“Don’t worry about that,” Don said. “But do you have any idea how much you scared us? What happened?”

Beth shook her head as though dazed. “As soon as we turned into the driveway, I felt—I dunno—just woozy all over. Then, when I puked, I guess I swallowed some back, ’cause all of a sudden, I couldn’t get my breath.”

“It’s a good thing they taught all of the teachers the Heimlich technique in that first-aid class last year, that’s all I can say,” Don said as he walked over to the car slowly. Jan cast him a “she’s going to be all right, isn’t she?” look, and he nodded.

“Do you want to rest a bit more before we head up to the house?” Jan asked.

Smacking her lips and wincing at the sour taste still clinging to the back of her throat, Beth said “What I really need is something to drink.” She took a couple of steps, still looking shaky.

“Well, you can have a drink if the water’s been turned on, but if not, I’m afraid all we have is what’s left of my root beer. I promise you, though, that I won’t make you clean up the car.” The humor seemed forced to Don, but Beth laughed.

“Thanks,” Beth said, wrinkling her nose. “If it’s all the same to you, I think I’d rather walk.”

“I’ll walk with you,” Jan said, a bit too quickly Don thought.

Making a melodramatic, swooning gesture, Don added, “And I’ll drive the Barf Mobile. See you there.”

He got into the car and shut the door but immediately stuck his head out the window for a breath of fresh air. He watched as Jan and Beth ambled up toward the house with Max romping in wide circles around them. They were holding hands, mother and daughter, and leaning close together. The picture was almost idyllic, maybe even worthy of a Wyeth painting, but there was a dim echo of uneasiness that Don couldn’t dispel.

He put the car into gear and went up the driveway slowly, stopping just by the side door. But even after joining Beth and Jan, who were sitting in the shade of the doorway, even after ribbing Beth about her “technicolor yawn,” even after unlocking the door to their new home and entering the kitchen with its dust-furred floor, there was a faint pall over the day as if a thin cloud, barely visible, had sailed in front of the sun. Don wanted to ask Jan if she felt it too, but, whenever he looked at her, he didn’t want to interrupt her silent, cautious inspection of the house.

Surprisingly, the water had been turned on. The kitchen faucet sputtered and ran brick-red water from the accumulated rust in the pipes. After a few minutes, it ran clear and tasted much better than Providence city water ever tasted. Beth finally got the drink she wanted to wash the sour taste from her mouth.

Ever the careful planner, Don had left a bag full of cleaning supplies within easy reach in the back of the station wagon. So, with a bucket of water and a handful of rags, he cleaned the car, leaving all four doors open to let it air. Beth got a change of clothes from her suitcase; then she and Jan took a quick inspection of the house except for the attic and cellar. Max was content to lap up the cold water Beth put out for him, dig a shallow hole in the dirt beside the barn, and go to sleep. There were plenty of interesting smells wafting on the gentle breeze, but he’d check them out and mark his territory later.

II

“Well, first things first,” Don said when he was finished with the car. “I want to give my women a great big hug.” Arms wide, he enfolded them both.

Beth shied away and, wrinkling her nose, said, “Yuck, Dad, you don’t smell so good.”

After planting a kiss on his cheek, Jan added, “Yeah, it’s awfully stuffy in here. Let’s get some windows open and air this place out before we all suffocate.” She began to struggle with the window over the kitchen sink. “What idiot—would paint—a window shut—like this!” she said, grunting with the effort.

“The people who were renting moved out a week or so after we were up during the winter,” Don said. “They must’ve thought painting was easier than washing.”

Jan still hadn’t gotten the window to budge, so he came over and added his leverage. Finally, after chipping the seam with the blade of a screwdriver, the window went up—and stuck halfway. The lead counterweight knocked inside the window frame with a dull drumming.

“They don’t make windows like this anymore—thank God,” Don said. He was bending low over the sink as he washed his hands, inhaling the sweet air that rustled the curtains. “A little silicon spray will probably take care of it.”

“I’m surprised, though,” Jan said, running her finger along the top of the doorjamb, checking for dust. “They left the place in pretty good shape. Still—we’ll give it a good once-over.”

“What d’yah think, Pun’kin?” Don asked, drying his hands on several paper towels.

“It’s neat,” Beth said, bouncing on her toes. “Mom and I took the tour, but what I really want to see is the barn.

“Cut it out, will yah?” Don said. “Why don’t you keep yourself busy while your mom and I take a look around?”

Jan got a notepad from her purse, and together they began a careful inspection of the house, jotting down notes.

In the kitchen, it was fairly obvious that the old refrigerator would have to go. Even if it did work, Jan was convinced that she’d have to defrost it every week or two. There was some debate about replacing the stove, with its accumulated strata of cooking history, but Don maintained that the old Magee (“They don’t make ’em like this anymore, either!”) was still serviceable, and it had a built-in gas heater, too, in case of emergency. Jan finally agreed to keep it, as long as Don promised to do the first major cleaning. It went without saying that they would eventually repaper, but Jan said she could live with the rooster motif on the wall—for now.

There was one cracked window in the dining room, but other than that, the only work needed right off was repainting the ceiling, which had aged to a nicotine yellow. The wide pine floorboards had been painted a dull stone gray. Jan had plans to sand them down to the bare wood and then varnish them but again—they could live with it as it was. There was some loose molding along one wall where Jan planned to put the china cabinet. When she mentioned that maybe—they’d get a new table-and-chair set, Don rolled his eyes and ignoring both her and Beth, sauntered into the living room. Beth said from the kitchen that a dining room set would probably cost more than a horse.

“Well,” Jan said, flicking the wall switch in the living room, “either every bulb in the house is blown or they haven’t turned on the power.”

Don shrugged. “I can give them a call from downtown when I go for groceries.”

The living room obviously needed more work than did the dining room, but, still, it was not much more than cosmetics. The pile of ashes in the fireplace would have to be hauled, and the flue scraped. They planned to install an air-tight Jotul for their major source of heat, so Don intended to make sure the chimney was carefully cleaned and, if possible, relined. Don hoped the hairline crack in the masonry between the bricks didn’t indicate a too serious shifting of the foundation. There were two more cracked windows, but the good news was that there were no water stains on the ceiling or walls; apparently there were no leaks or condensation problems. Jan insisted that she couldn’t live with the wallpaper, and that they’d do this room first.

Back in the hallway, to the left of the stairs going up, was the downstairs bathroom. Jan said she wouldn’t use the toilet until it was cleaned. “Who knows what’s been breeding in here,” she said, following it with an “evil scientist” cackling laugh.

Don had to agree with her; there was a close, rotting smell that reminded him of fresh-turned soil.

The claw-footed bathtub needed a good scouring, and the sink was stained from the dripping faucets. Don promised Jan that he’d give Beth the honor of cleaning the bathroom. Jan’s only comment was that Beth would probably need shots when she was done.

Don took the cover off the toilet tank and wiggled the algae-covered chain several times. He stood back and watched as the water swirled down the bowl. A throaty gurgle came from the pipes below.

“At least it works,” he said as the tank refilled. The sound of running water reminded Jan of the pressure in her bladder so, in spite of her initial complaints, she gave the toilet another test run while Don wandered upstairs.

The upstairs bathroom was no better than the one downstairs. The sink was crusted with dry, brown muck. Don figured someone must have washed mud-crusted boots there and not bothered to clean up afterward. The mirror above the sink was shattered, and the spider-web fragments made Don dizzy when he looked at his reflection. He left when he heard Jan’s footsteps on the stairs.

In the master bedroom, Jan pointed out the three—or more—different shades of paint on the woodwork. The floor creaked underfoot, and Don saw gaps—some almost half an inch wide—between some of the boards. A little paint and caulk would take care of it all, he thought.

Walking over to the two windows that looked out over the driveway, he poked at each sill with his fingernail. “One of these days we’ll have to replace them,” he said, “but there’s no sign of rot.”

“Lucky us,” Jan said from the other side of the room.

Don unlocked one of the windows and struggled to slide it up. When it was about halfway open and sweat stood out on his forehead, he sagged back with exaggerated exhaustion.

“A little sluggish, huh?” Jan said.

Don nodded, wiping his brow on the sleeve of his shirt.

“I’m beginning to accept the fact that none of the windows in this house go up more than halfway,” Jan said.

“We’ll see about that,” Don replied, and renewed his struggle with no appreciable success. Finally, he gave up and looked out over the field. The dull green of the grass shimmered in the heat. He could see Max, asleep in the shade of the barn.

“Well,” Jan said, walking in a wide circle in the room, “I suppose the bed will have to go here, against the wall. And the bureaus—here and here. My writing desk can go against the wall here, beside the closet door.”

Don nodded approval, content to leave the planning to her.

“I hope this water stain’s just from condensation,” Don said as he rubbed his hand over a rippling bulge inside the dormer slant beside the window he had struggled to open.

“It looks sorta like South America,” Jan said.

“You’re so observant. Anyway, we’ll be reroofing before winter.”

Jan shook her head. “We probably shouldn’t spend the money if we don’t have to,” Jail said.

Don stiffened. “We have the money from selling the house in Rhode Island, and I think it’s pretty important that we make sure the roof’s sturdy enough for winter now, and not wait until we have puddles all over the floor next spring.”

“I suppose so,” Jan said. She continued pacing around the room, studying the space and how she’d use it. Suddenly she stopped and hugged herself, shivering.

“What is it, hon?” Don asked, coming over and hugging her.

“I don’t know.” Her voice was barely a murmur. “I suddenly got cold. It’s just that—the house is so—so….”

“I know,” Don said, giving her shoulder a brisk rub. “It isn’t anything out of one of your magazines, that’s for sure.” He chuckled, but Jan didn’t respond.

“It all just looks—I dunno—so much drabber than I remember; that’s all.”

Don gave her shoulder a hearty shake. “When we were here last winter, there was those other people’s furniture and stuff around still. The place looked lived in. Once our own stuff gets here, you’ll see. We may make it to the pages of House Beautiful yet.”

She smiled, but only weakly.

“And for crying out loud, stop worrying about the money. We have enough for the basics, and we’ve planned how we’re going to spend the money we made selling the house. My teaching checks will start coming in soon enough and, besides, you’ll have a job nailed down in a week or two—you’ll see.”

Jan’s smile twisted wryly. “Yeah, sure. But maybe the job market up here isn’t what we thought it’d be, either.”

Don planted a soft, wet kiss on her lips and, bending to look her straight in the eyes, said, “Just wait. With your experience and charm, you’ll be top dog in some real estate office before school starts. Who knows, you’ll probably outearn me!”

“We’ll see,” Jan said, pulling away and going over to look inside the closet.

Don went back to the windows and tugged to get the other one open. With much less effort, it slid up its track. Don stood back and looked at Jan with an expression of total satisfaction, but she still had her head inside the closet. A breeze wafted into the long-closed room, stirring dust in the corners.

“I guess it’s just the reality of it all,” Jan said, looking over her shoulder at Don. “You know—talking and thinking about it is one thing, but now that we’re actually doing it, I—I guess I’m just feeling like we might’ve overstressed the good points, that’s all.”

“It’s a dream house,” Don said, beaming his best smile because he knew she needed it. “An honest-to-God dream house, but do you know what’s strange?”

Jan cocked an eyebrow at him and walked up to encircle his waist.

“I still can’t remember a single bit of this house from when I was a kid.”

Jan shrugged. “Well, you were—what? Three years old when your mother moved out?”

“Almost four. She moved back to Massachusetts after she heard my dad had died. I told you about that—in Sicily—World War Two.”

“You’ve told me! You’ve told me!”

“But I had the same feeling—or lack of feeling—when we were here in the winter. It’s like—like the few bits of memories I have just—don’t fit.”

“I wouldn’t worry about it,” Jan said. She waved her hand in front of her nose and said, “Whew! We’ll have to do something about airing out that closet! We ought to see what Beth’s up to and then maybe head into town for some food.”

“Umm,” Don said. “I could eat a little something.”

They went out and down the hail to one of the other bedrooms. Through the thick door, they heard a low buzzing, and it took them a moment to realize it was Beth, talking softly to herself in the closed room.

“When did she come upstairs?” Don asked. Jan shrugged and cocked her ear toward the closed door.

“That’s not very nice,” Beth said. She spoke louder, but her voice was still distorted by the heavy door.

Don knocked sharply on the door and called out, “Pun’kin? Can we come in?”

“Uh—yeah. Sure,” Beth replied. She sounded startled and looked up at them, blinking her eyes rapidly as they entered the room. She was sitting cross-legged on the floor and had her hands behind her back.

“What’s not very nice,” Jan asked, taking in the small room with a sweeping, suspicious glance.

“The—uhh, the view from here—from the window,” Beth replied. “I don’t like that gnarly old apple tree out there.”

Don looked out at the tree, its ancient bark weathered to an oily sheen. “You don’t have to have this room,” he said. “The other one’s much bigger, and I thought I’d use this one for—”

“No,” Beth said, shaking her head. “I want this one. I like this one.”

“Are you sure?” Jan asked. “It seems a bit dismal, don’t you think?”

The wallpaper had all but lost whatever design it had once had, and tattered cobwebs drifted in the angles of the ceiling. Even the floorboards, scuffed to a dull shine with age, looked somehow older than the rest of the house.

“Wasn’t this the room they used for storage?” Jan asked Don. “As I recall, it was full of old furniture and boxes and stuff.”

“I thought it’d make a good office for me, and you could have—”

“No, really,” Beth said. “I want this room—as long as you get rid of that old apple tree out there.”

“No problem there, Pun’kin,” Don said. “Applewood’s supposed to be the best for burning, and I think, with that tree gone, the afternoon light will brighten things up in here. Pun’kin, you can pick out whatever wallpaper and colors of paint you want, and who knows—maybe by Christmas we can get you a new bedroom set.”

“You know what I want,” Beth said softly, trying to avoid her mother’s angry gaze.

Don noticed that Beth was sitting strangely, shielding something behind her back. “What’ve you got there, Pun’kin?” he asked, trying to look behind her.

Reluctantly, Beth held up a small wooden figure. She was clutching it so tightly her knuckles were turning white. “Nothin’—just an old doll I found in the closet here. Can I keep him?”

“Here,” Don said, holding out his hand, “let me take a look at it.”

“Him!” Beth said sharply, twisting to one side, protecting the doll with her body.

With forced patience, Don said, “Com’ on, Pun’kin, let me see—him.”

Beth extended her hand slowly and let her father take the wooden doll. Don figured she had been playing with the doll and maybe was embarrassed at getting caught at her age.

“Oh, yeah. Sure, I can see he’s a boy,” Don said, frowning as he studied the rustic figure. The chiseled features of the wooden face had been highlighted with India ink, and there was a definite masculine cast to the lowering brow. The mouth was a dark, unsmiling slash, and the eyes, two intense pinpoints of black. The wooden body, arms and legs rigidly extended, was covered with yellowed cotton cloth. A small piece of something, either black string or aged leather, was wrapped around the left wrist.

“Can I keep him?” Beth asked again, her voice trembling slightly.

“I guess so,” Don said, glancing at Jan, who merely shrugged. “I don’t think whoever left it—I mean him—behind will be back for him, but—wait a minute. You know, I almost seem to remember this doll and—something my mother told me about… I dunno.”

The whole time he spoke with Beth, there was something nagging at the back of his mind—like an important fact, glossed over but necessary—as if something just didn’t fit right. It wasn’t until he handed the doll back to Beth that it hit him: the doll was too heavy for its size! It was as if it were made of waterlogged wood or some other substance—lead or stone. He wanted to hold the object again to see if that was what it was, but Jan nudged him.

“Come on, hon, we really ought to get the car unpacked so we can get settled before dark.”

Don agreed, and all three of them went downstairs to get the work started. While Jan and Beth started emptying the car, Don got a new lightbulb, screwed it into the kitchen socket, and flicked the switch several times. “Just dandy! No power,” he muttered when nothing happened.

“I could’ve told you that,” Beth said. “The dial on the power meter outside wasn’t turning. I checked that when I went out to give Max his water.”

“Of course. Leave it to me to not think of the easy way,” Don said. “Well, if we have to survive one night with kerosene lamps, I guess we’ll be all right.”

“And no TV?” Beth wailed with mock terror. “I can’t make it! I can’t make it!”

“They do have television here in Maine, don’t they?” Jan asked as she started putting away the few pots and pans they had packed.

“I don’t know for sure,” Don said, “but I hear tell the neighbors down the road a-piece have one of them newfangled wireless radios, ‘n’ we can visit ’em on Sunday nights to listen to ‘I Love a Mystery’ or whatever.”

“Hey!” Beth suddenly called out. “Mom. Dad. Come here and take a look at this stuff.”

She had been putting away a few things in the pantry, just off the kitchen, and was struggling to lift a bundle of tied-up newspapers. The string, rotten with age, suddenly snapped, and the papers fanned out across the kitchen floor. Yellow dust swirled up, making both Beth and Don sneeze.

“What’ve you got there?” Don asked, bending to pick up the paper nearest to him. The newsprint was yellowed and threatened to powder away in his hand. “Huh, look at this, hon. It’s from 1921.”

“Great,” Jan said, leaning back against the counter and wiping her forehead. “Just what we need—more junk to throw away.”

“That sure was a long time ago,” Beth said, twisting to look at the paper her father held. Her eyes took
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