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Introduction

By Matti Hautala

When I was asked to write the introduction for Crossroad Press’s digital reprint of Dark Silence, I was at once humbled, excited, and honored to have this opportunity, but I also quickly realized that I had no idea how to write an introduction to a book that is so personally meaningful to me. I know when I read introductions to books I love finding out weird little details about the author’s writing process or the book’s history, and I hate when parts of the plot are given away, so I’ll try to follow my own advice and hopefully keep you entertained.

Most of my earliest childhood memories take place in rooms with walls lined with books because, well, when you grow up with a parent who’s an author, every inch of wall space is taken up by ugly bookshelves. And it’s not that bookshelves are ugly in and of themselves; it’s just that when you have that many books you need to start making your own bookshelves, and my dad was an author, not a carpenter.

The shelves were stacked with books three times my height and I remember thinking at a pretty young age—so this is why my dad’s so smart; he’s read ALL these books! Of course I know now that 50-60% of those books went unread over the years, but at the time it made the massive collection especially impressive. I remember too that I’d always gravitate towards one book and pull it off the shelf whenever I could—Dark Silence. As a young kid, five or six years old, it doesn’t get much cooler than having a whole, real book dedicated to you. Right there on the fourth page was my name! I was famous!

Now that I’m an adult I’ve come to terms with the fact that yes, my dad really did dedicate this book to me. But I get a similar feeling of childlike amazement when I pull any of his books off the shelf now that he’s passed away—he really wrote dozens and dozens of novels, and millions of people have picked up those books and are still reading them today. I only mention this to say that Rick was as equally humbled by that simple fact—he was constantly in awe that he got to dedicate himself to doing what he loved, “and to think that a couple people actually like it.” (Not a direct quote from Rick, but if you’ve read his autobiography or knew him personally, the self-deprecating humility will be familiar.) Rick couldn’t even eat breakfast before he got his writing done for the day and he couldn’t get to sleep at night until he read quietly for an hour or two, so to say he was dedicated to being an author is quite the understatement.

First and foremost, I think Dark Silence is unique among my dad’s novels in that the story’s backbone relies quite heavily on Rick’s passion for history and his eagerness to jump into the psychological struggles that people in the past had to deal with. When I mentioned those overflowing bookshelves earlier, I think many readers would be surprised to learn that the VAST majority of those books were non-fiction. Rick always claimed he didn’t read that much fiction because it would just remind him of how inferior he was to Hawthorne or James Lee Burke, but I think it was because he found more salient struggles, character development, and poetry in the stories of lives lived and now gone. Without giving anything away that the back cover of the book doesn’t already hint at, Dark Silence was a particularly meaningful book for Rick because he got to write a story that tied in the Salem witch trials and the creepy aura that surrounds myths from that era. Growing up in Massachusetts made the witch trials especially meaningful to him because he could see and experience the places that these events happened—he could connect with that past in a way that I’m jealous of still. I think too that his love for reimagining and reshaping history in his books had something to do with his fear of mortality and his need to believe that people’s stories didn’t die when they died.

Rick always grounded his stories in what he knew best; exploring the nuances of human emotions in inhumane (and sometimes inhuman) conditions. If you’re already a fan of Rick’s writing then you’ll know what you’re in for here—chapters that you wish would never end, dialogue that draws you in and characters that you feel like you know from the moment they walk onto the page. If you’re reading this book late at night and feel like you might sleep with the light on tonight just in case, then he wrote a successful horror story. (As someone who slept in the room next to Rick and was awoken many nights by muffled screams and bursts of nightmarish ideas mumbled into a tape recorder, I can promise you he scared himself plenty, and I learned young that a lot of good ideas can come out of very dark places.)

If you find yourself thinking back to the story the next day and wondering how you would act if faced with such terrifying circumstances, then he accomplished his ultimate goal. Rick saw exploring the dark as a way to get to the light, and the best way I can think of to really introduce this book is to leave you with some words from the man himself: “I think, if anything, I’m a frustrated romantic who really does want to see the best of life, the positive aspects of people, but the world and nighttime prove me wrong all the time. The light casts shadows, and I’ve always been drawn to the shadows, the things at the edges of our awareness.” So without further ado, let’s venture into the shadows…

Matti Hautala

July 2014


PROLOGUE

November 1694

“… wrong doing of one generation lives into the successive ones, and … becomes a pure and uncontrollable mischief.”

—Hawthorne

The House of the Seven Gables


Prologue: November 1694

A Hanging

The wind came in off the distant ocean, carrying with it a cold drizzle that lashed like a whip against the small group of people who had gathered beneath the wide-spanning, leafless oak tree. Thin, gray clouds raced to the west as though fleeing the tossing waves of the Atlantic. A lone seagull spiraled high overhead, no more than a white speck against the sky. Its lonely cry punctuated the slick whistling of the wind that beat down the yellowed grass and brown weeds covering the slope along the boulder-strewn shore of the Saco River.

In the clearing beneath the oak, a tall, bearded man wearing a long black cloak that flapped like a raven’s wing in the wind, stood in front of an aged woman. She wore a plain, gray linen dress and had a dark wool shawl thrown over her frail shoulders against the autumn chill. Her white hair hung in a loose tangle down to her shoulders. She was supported by two burly men who grasped her roughly by the upper arms. Behind her back, a thick hempen rope dug into her wrists as she struggled against her bonds. Mist sprinkled her face like the sweat of one in the grips of a fever as she looked at the hard glint in the man’s pale blue eyes. She never had—and now knew she never would—find an ounce of mercy in the eyes of Judge William Talmadge.

“Ye have heard the charges laid against thee, Rachel Parsons,” Judge Talmadge said in a deep, sonorous voice, “and ye have heard the sentence as decreed by the court. Have ye any last words?”

For the span of several heartbeats, Rachel Parsons was silent. Her gaze darted from face to face in the crowd as she tried to understand how these, her friends and neighbors for nearly two decades, could turn on her like this. Last month, many of them had been at the mockery of justice that had been called her “trial” for the crime of witchcraft. A few had testified against her, specifying particular instances and incidents where she had worked her evil against them and their kin. John Saunders, whose son was betrothed to Elizabeth Hull, had testified how last spring Rachel had put a curse on his milk cow which she said she wouldn’t lift until he brought her a load of firewood for the winter. And Ester Hull, her nearest neighbor, had told the court that many a full moon night over the past ten years she had seen Rachel leave her house at midnight in the form of a black cat, and go into the forest to revel with Satan and his Dark Legion.

Behind her, Rachel was aware of the looming presence of the large, leafless oak tree. She could imagine that the lashing branches reached high into the heavens and were shredding the rain clouds, tearing them to windblown ribbons.

She could hear the dull creaking of the rope that hung from one of the lower branches as it swayed back and forth in the wind. Within minutes, that rope was to be looped around her neck and she would be hanging, lifeless and cold, in the drizzling rain.

“If ye have no more to say, then gaolers, prepare to carry out the sentence,” Judge Talmadge said.

Unmindful of the agony it caused, the two men fairly lifted her by the arms. Then climbing up ladders perched on either side of her, they hustled her up the middle ladder that leaned against the branch around which the rope had been tied. While one of them held up her wet hair, the other slipped the noose around her neck and pulled it snugly tight. The thick rope pinched the skin at the back of Rachel’s neck like the stinging bite of a serpent. Rachel winced with pain as the two men scurried back down safely to the ground and removed their ladders.

“Yea—I do have something to say,” Rachel said in a voice that strained to be heard above the hissing wind.

In the distance, through the trees, she could see the swift, silver band that was the Saco River. The whispering crowd grew hushed with expectation. Stepping forward, Judge Talmadge looked up at her, his mouth a hard, lipless line.

“Be brief, Dame Parsons,” he said. “The Lord in heaven—or your Dark Master in hell below—awaits to embrace your eternal soul.”

The deep trembling in Rachel’s chest made it difficult for her to speak. Words and images, fragments of thoughts raced through her mind. Memories of her life in England, of the dangerous passage to the colonies, of the hard work she and Thomas, her husband, now long dead, had endured, carving out a life for themselves in the rich lands on the north shore of the Saco River in the Province of Maine. The joy and pain of childbirth, and the grief of losing all but one of her six children before they turned twelve. Rage and pain threatened to burst out of Rachel like the raging wind, that rattled the branches of the Gallows tree overhead.

“This is my land,” Rachel said in a tremulous voice that threatened to break on every syllable. “This oak tree, which soon will bear my lifeless body like some unrighteous fruit, is on my property!”

“I prithee, be brief,” Judge Talmadge said, glaring up at her harshly.

Rachel eyed him coldly as her anger fanned all the higher. “Then hear me out, Judge Talmadge! I have a daughter—Nancy, who lives in Winnisquam, New Hampshire, with her husband, William, and her daughter, Elizabeth. In my will, which Parson Wells has writ down for me and duly recorded, I bequeath my house and property to her. And I know—”

For a moment, her voice broke as hot, red anger filled her. Rachel struggled to free her hands so she could shake her clenched fists at the storm-tossed sky.

“—I know, Judge Talmadge, that ye have long coveted this land which Thomas and I have cleared and made fertile. But I tell ye this: the land now belongs to my daughter, Nancy, and no one else!”

Her voice trembled as it rose higher so the entire assembly could hear her.

“And I tell ye all this. I curse this man! May the Lord in heaven smite him and all the liars who have brought me to this untimely end!”

She caught sight of John Saunders in the crowd as, with downturned face, he glanced at her from beneath the brim of his wide, black hat.

“None of ye shall escape the cleansing fire of the Lord’s judgment! Do ye hear me? And I say this: after I am gone, if this property ever leaves the hands of my daughter—or her daughter—then I beseech the Lord in heaven to smite with just retribution whomever is living in my house! Let them and all their kin burn in the agony of hellfire!”

Smiling thinly, Judge Talmadge said, “Your words condemn you all the more, Dame Parsons, and do but convince me further that we have acted justly in the name of the Lord.”

Rachel glared at the judge, focusing onto this one man her entire lifetime’s store of anger, misery, and suffering. Lowering her voice, she said, “My soul is as pure, Judge, as I know thine is black. I go now to heaven, with all the innocence and purity of a child. But heed ye my words! Heed them well!” She took a deep breath and held it. “That is all,” she said at last, glancing down at the men who held the ladder upon which she stood. “I am at peace.”

Without waiting for an order from the judge, the two men pulled the ladder away from the branch, and Rachel Parson fell until the rope caught her up and snapped her neck. For a long moment, the crowd watched in awed silence as her body swung slowly back and forth, twitching as though in a wild dance. Above the low whistle of the wind, the only sound was the steady creaking of the rope, which sounded like the runners of an old rocking chair on a wooden floor.

“Stand ye back!” Judge Talmadge suddenly shouted to the two jailers. A dark stain spread across the lap of Rachel’s linen dress, and then a thin stream of urine dripped to the ground with a loud splatter. Carried by a gust of wind, a few drops sprinkled the judge’s forehead. He feverishly wiped his face clean with the flat of his hand before turning to face the crowd, but he was unable to ignore the foreboding presence suspended from the tree, dangling above his left shoulder like a lowering, black cloud.

“Heed ye not her words!” he shouted, although his voice trembled, and not just from the cold wind. “These were the words of a servant of Satan and thus have no power over the righteous!”

With that, the crowd silently began to move away, leaving behind only the two gaolers, whose orders were to guard the body until sunset, at which time they were to cut down the witch’s body and bury her in a shallow, unmarked grave on the hill beneath the oak. Then they were told to chop down the oak tree and burn it to ashes, which they were to scatter over the grave.


PART ONE

Another Fall

Autumn 1963

“Blood asketh blood, and death must death requite.”

—Thomas Norton and Thomas Sackville

Gorboduc


Chapter One

Retard

“You gonna pay for it?”

“What do you mean, am I gonna pay for it? Are you crazy? Of course I ain’t gonna pay for it!”

“But you gotta pay for it! We’ll be in deep shit if you get caught stealing that!”

“We’d be in even deeper shit if I tried to pay for it, now, wouldn’t we? Seems to me as though either way we’re gonna be in deep—”

“Hey! Can I help you boys with somethin’?”

Herb LaPointe was slouched behind the cash register at the back of LaPointe’s Newsstand in a chair that looked entirely too small for his bulk. His head was wreathed with cigar smoke as he scanned the sports page of the Portland Press Herald. His eyes narrowed as he stared over the edge of the newspaper at twelve-year-old Eddie Fraser and his buddy, Ray Saunders, as they huddled in front of the magazine display, their backs turned to him. Both boys were dressed in jeans and faded T-shirts. Eddie, who was the smaller of the two, wore his hair a bit longer than Ray. Their arms and necks were tanned a deep, nut-brown, and their hair had been bleached almost blond by the summer sun.

“Uhh no—no sir,” Ray said without turning around. He ran the flat of his hand over the stubble of his crew cut. His eyes were wide with apprehension as he glanced sidelong at Eddie.

“Yeah, I was just—just looking for the new issue of Mad for my brother. Did that come in this week?” Eddie asked.

“Hey, if you don’t see it, it ain’t come in yet, all right?” Herb replied. “So either get the hell out of my store, or else buy something and then get the hell out of my store. This ain’t the goddamned library, you know.” He rustled the pages of his newspaper as if he’d gone back to his reading, but both boys could feel his gaze crawling like a cold snake up their backs.

Ray snickered beneath his breath and said, “Yeah, but I’ll bet the library’ll never carry something like this!” His hands were slick with sweat as he clutched the rolled-up issue of this month’s Playboy close to his chest. He’d grabbed it off the top shelf when Herb’s back had been turned. Just thinking about the cover copy made Ray’s throat go desert dry.

September 1963

EUROPE’S NEW SEX SIRENS

A 14-PAGE COLOR PORTFOLIO

Last week, when Herb had gone out back to the stockroom for something, Ray had sneaked a peek inside the magazine. That quick glimpse of fleshy treasures had left him thirsting for more. He had to own this magazine; but even if he’d had the necessary seventy-five cents—God, almost two weeks’ allowance—he knew darn-right well that he didn’t have the guts to actually buy it. Herb LaPointe, or “Farty,” as most of the kids called him because of his unselfconscious habit of letting farts rip whenever he wanted to, would be on the phone within minutes to both boys’ parents. Ray knew there was no other alternative. He had to steal this magazine—today!—because he had to own it … especially the picture on page 145! He had been counting on Eddie to cover for him, to create some kind of diversion so he could slip the magazine into his three-ring binder, but their plans were being foiled.

“Cripes, come on. Do something, will ya!” Ray whispered between clenched teeth.

“Do what? My idea was to get him to check out back for the new issue of Mad.”

“Then think of something else.”

“Hey, what are you guys doin’ over there, tradin’ government secrets or something?” Herb snarled.

“Uhh—no, no,” Eddie replied, glancing at Farty. “I was just—I wanted to get a roll of Life Savers, and I was just reminding Sandy, here, about that twenty-five cents he owes me from yesterday. Re-mem-ber that, knuckle head?”

Ray’s usual nickname was “Sandy,” but because his father gave him a crew cut every September before school started, a crew cut which really amounted to shaving the boy’s head, Eddie teased his friend by calling him “knuckle head” because, he said, at least for one month out of the year, Ray’s head looked like a big knuckle.

“I don’t owe you no twenty-five cents,” Ray said, appearing for a moment to take Eddie seriously. “And don’t go calling me knuckle head, either!”

“Sure thing, knuckle head,” Eddie said as he rapped the back of his friend’s head with his clenched fist and made a hollow knocking sound with his tongue. “And now that I think about it, it wasn’t twenty-five cents; it was fifty cents you owed me. So—are you gonna cough it up, or am I going to have to beat it out of you.”

“Not in my store, you don’t,” Herb said calmly. “I just had the floor waxed last week. I don’t want you messin’ it up with his blood.”

“Oh, good! Real good!” Ray said, glancing over his shoulder at Farty and rolling his eyes. “Thanks a lot for your concern.” He’d finally caught on that Eddie was just pouring it on heavy to distract Farty, but he didn’t take very kindly to the threat of being beaten up. Actually, if it came right down to it, he knew that since he was a bit taller and heavier than Eddie, he could take him, easily. Then again, best friends didn’t beat up best friends, even if they did say stupid things about you to other people … especially when they were helping steal the latest issue of Playboy.

“Well, then,” Eddie said with a forced nonchalance, “I suppose I could give you another day or two to come up with the dough before I have to give ‘Fat Tony’ a call and ask him to break your kneecaps or something.”

Slipping one hand into his pants pocket, he moved over to the counter, picked up a roll of Five Flavor Life Savers, and said, “I guess I’ll have one of these.”

Just as Herb was leaning forward in his seat to ring in the sale, the bell at the front of the store jingled. Eddie cursed under his breath when he turned and saw Mikie, his younger brother, walking toward them. A wide smile split Mikie’s face as he waved his hands excitedly over his head and called out, “Hi, Eddie! Hi, Sandy!”

His voice carried a high lilt to it that made Eddie cringe. Damnit! he thought. Why’d he have to show up? He’s gonna blow it!

Catching Ray’s attention with a quick glance, Eddie placed the roll of candy on the counter and then gave it a little push. It rolled to the edge of the counter and then, before Herb could stop it, dropped to the floor behind the cash register. Sighing heavily, Herb heaved himself forward to retrieve it. As soon as his head was down below counter level, Ray snapped open his notebook, tucked the magazine inside, and then clutched the notebook tightly to his chest. He nearly fainted, knowing that Mikie must have seen what he had done, but he nailed the younger boy with a hostile stare that screamed, Shut-the-hell-up-don’t-say-a-damned-thing-or-else!

“That’ll be a nickel,” Farty said. “Think you can manage that, Mr. Hot-shot, High-finance?”

“Yeah—sure,” Eddie said with a cockiness he didn’t really feel as he dug a nickel out of his pocket and handed it to Herb. His hand was clammy and shaking, but he hoped the old fart didn’t notice.

“Well, all right,” Herb said. He held the coin up in front of his eyes and studied it for a moment before dropping it into the cash drawer. “A whole nickel!” He ran the cash drawer shut with a loud clang. “Now I can finally afford that Florida retirement home I’ve always dreamed about.”

“Eddie, I—uh, you know, I ought to get going,” Ray said in a voice that sounded higher, more constricted than normal.

He started bouncing up and down on his toes like he had to go the bathroom real bad. “My dad’s expecting me to get my chores done before dark.” All the while, he was casting nervous glances between Farty and Mikie.

“Hey, what’s that you got there?” Mikie said.

At the same instant, Ray and Eddie both blurted, “Nothing.” Then Eddie turned to his brother and, holding the Life Savers up temptingly, said, “Oh, do you mean these?”

Mikie shook his head in denial and looked like he was going to say something more, but Eddie moved over to him quickly and, like a hypnotist, danced the candy in front of his brother’s face. Mikie’s smile widened as he licked his lips and said, “Yeah, can I have one?”

Milking the moment, and wishing to God that Ray would hurry up and start for the door, Eddie peeled the wrapper back and pried out a piece of candy. He made a move as if he was going to give it to Mikie, but then he popped it into his own mouth, smacking his lips loudly as he savored the flood of orange taste for a moment. “Umm-umm, that’s s-o-m-e good!” he said. “Are you sure you want one?” he asked, offering the opened package to Mikie.

“Yeah, really … I do,” Mikie said, nodding his head eagerly.

“Hey, didn’t I tell you kids to get the hell out of here?” Farty shouted. He shook his head as though disgusted, then took an angry puff on his cigar and blew a billowing cloud of blue smoke in Eddie’s direction. Eddie coughed into his fist as he waved his hand holding the Life Savers in front of him. Then he spun around on his heel, and he and Ray headed toward the exit. When Ray passed by Mikie, he paused and, leaning close, whispered, “I swear to God, if you tell him what you saw, I’ll kill you!”

Then, side by side, Eddie and Ray stepped out into the warm afternoon. As soon as the door swung shut behind them, they both let out their withheld breaths and laughed nervously.

“God, that was close!” Ray said as they started down the sidewalk at a fast clip, heading through town. It was a beautiful late summer afternoon. The sun bathed their faces with warmth, and there was a clean, sweet smell in the air that felt more like mid-August than September. Summer just didn’t seem to want to let go. The boys had just finished suffering through their third day of the new school year, but they were elated because—finally—the weekend was here and they had a brand new copy of Playboy.

“So tell me, knuckle head,” Eddie said, as they walked past the Summerfield Public Library. “Is that a roll of Life Savers in your pocket, or are you just happy to finally have your magazine?”

“Shut up, will you?” Ray said. His voice trembled slightly as he cast a nervous glance over his shoulder just to make sure Farty wasn’t coming after them with a shotgun. “I think he saw me do it.”

“Who, Farty?”

Ray snorted. “No, your dimwit brother. I’m positive he did. He was looking right at me.” He swallowed noisily. “Do you think he’ll say anything to Farty?”

“Naw. Not a chance,” Eddie said, waving his hand dismissively. “And I doubt Farty will even notice there’s an issue missing; but even if he does, he’ll never connect it with us.”

“Not unless your retard brother tells him.”

“He’s not a retard,” Eddie said, bristling for a moment. “So don’t worry, okay? Mikie wouldn’t say anything if he knew it would get me in trouble.”

Ray sniffed with nervous laughter. “That’s what I’m afraid of—that he won’t know the difference. After all, he is a retard.”

“He is not!” Eddie snapped.

Ray almost kept the argument going but fell silent as they continued down Main Street.

“Hey, come on, Sandy,” Eddie said at last. “Let’s duck out behind the post office. I want to see this month’s foldout and that European ‘sex siren’ you’ve been babbling about all week.” He grabbed at Ray’s notebook and almost pulled it from his hands.

“Hey, cut it out, will yah?”

“What do you mean, cut it out? I helped you get the damned thing. I want to take a look at it.”

“Not now!” Ray said, his voice edging tight and shivery. “I meant what I said. I gotta get my butt home and get the chickens fed and the coop cleaned out, or else my old man will whop me a good one.”

Eddie stopped short, caught Ray up by the shirt sleeve, and spun him around. “Well, I’ll whop you a good one, too, if you don’t at least let me take a peek at this month’s Playmate.” He clenched one fist and waved it threateningly in front of Ray’s nose. He knew he would never in the world really start a fight with Ray—he’d probably get the tar knocked out of him; he was just hoping his best friend would see reason.

“You know where it’ll be,” Ray said as he pulled away and started walking again to increase the distance between them and LaPointe’s Newsstand. There was still no sign of Farty giving chase to reclaim his stolen magazine, but Ray wanted to keep moving—fast. “I’ll see you out there first thing tomorrow morning just like we agreed, okay?”

“Hey, wait a minute! Sandy! That’s horse crap, and you know it!” Eddie shouted, but he didn’t give chase. He just stood there, watching helplessly as Ray hurried away from him.

“Couldn’t you at least let me—”

“No way,” Ray called back over his shoulder. “I’ll see yah tomorrow.” Then he broke into a run, turned the corner onto Chestnut Street, and was gone.

“Yeah, sure—” Eddie said softly as he shook his head. “Thanks a whole lot, pal!”

“’Scuse me,” Mikie said, “but did the new issue of Mad come in yet?”

Herb looked up from his paper and saw the look of excited expectation lighting the boy’s clear, blue eyes as he stood in front of the newsstand counter. His hands were thrust deep into his jeans pockets, making his shoulders sag forward, like he was caught in a permanent shrug. A shock of dark hair hung like a wet wing over his forehead, making his face look unusually pale for this late in the summer.

Maybe it’s just the lighting Herb thought, or else the poor kid just didn’t get to the beach all that much this summer.

Herb placed his cigar in the ashtray on the counter and smiled up at Mikie. He’d always liked the boy, had always felt a warm spot in his heart for him. He told himself it wasn’t just because he felt sorry when he saw how the kids in town, especially the older ones, treated him; and it wasn’t just because Mikie reminded him, quite a bit, actually, of his own son, Jeffrey, who had died of leukemia more than ten years ago.

Ten years? Herb thought. God, it can’t have been that long ago, can it? In some ways it seems like just yesterday!

Herb folded his newspaper in half and placed it onto the counter, smoothing it with the flat of his hand. He stroked his flabby jowls for a moment as though trying hard to place a memory; then, smiling and nodding like Santa Claus, he said, “Oh, yeah, I think maybe it might’ve come in with this morning’s shipment. You know, I just ain’t had time to put it out yet. What, were you looking for a copy?”

Mikie’s smile widened, exposing the narrow gap between his teeth.

“You know, I kinda had a hunch you’d be in here today,” Herb said. He reached underneath the counter and produced a fresh copy of the magazine, holding it out to the boy’s eager hands. Before Mikie took it, Herb glanced at the cover and chuckled to himself, thinking how—especially when Mikie was excited—he looked a little bit like the goofy-looking kid on the cover.

“Aww, great!” Mikie said. He wedged the magazine under his arm while he dug into his pocket to produce a handful of change along with a few shreds of pocket lint. “I want a roll of Life Savers, too, like my brother just got.” He picked up a roll of candy from the display case and held it up high like a lit candle.

Herb took the handful of pennies and nickels from him and started counting the change carefully into the cash drawer, dropping each coin so it landed with a satisfying clink.

“Hey! Looks to me like you’re a bit light, here, son,” he said. “Actually, you’re three cents short for the magazine, not to mention the candy.”

“Oh, no! Really?” Mikie said, his expression suddenly darkening with a look of near terror. Herb saw the watery glaze that began to fill the boy’s eyes. “Aww, Jeeze, I really wanted it.” He glanced over his shoulder at the front door. “I—I don’t wanna have to do what Ray did.”

Herb wasn’t exactly sure what the boy meant, but he chuckled as he shut the cash drawer by nudging it with his belly.

“Well, then,” he said, “I guess that there roll of Life Savers is just gonna have to be on the house, huh?”

In an instant, Mikie’s smile brightened his face again. He stood there for a moment, shifting nervously from one foot to the other and staring at Herb as though he didn’t quite believe what he had just heard.

“Ah-ah—thanks. Thank you very much, Far—I mean, Mr. LaPointe. I—uh, I really appreciate it.” He was halfway to the door but then turned back and shouted. “I get my allowance every Friday. I can pay you back next week, I promise.”

“Hey, don’t worry about it,” Herb said. “I don’t think eight cents is gonna bust me.” He picked up his newspaper, shook it out, and settled back in his chair to continue reading. “Someday when you’re rich and famous, you can pay me back double, okay?”

“Sure thing! It’s a deal,” Mikie said; then he turned on his heel and left the store, whistling an off-key tune between his teeth.

The abandoned Hollistown Lumber Mill was located four miles from downtown Summerfield on the north bank of the Saco River, about two miles north of where Stackpole Creek joins the river in its southeasterly flow. The only approach to the mill was from the south, along a long-unused dirt road that runs parallel to the river. The road was overgrown with tall grasses, scrub brush, and saplings, mostly birch and maple. Canoeists on the Saco could easily see the antique building, a weathered, gray hulk that stood out against the sky like an ancient, brooding castle, but a series of rapids prevented all but the most intrepid adventurers from attempting to land there.

The building itself had withstood almost three-quarters of a century of disuse quite well, considering the abuse it had taken since closing its doors to business back in 1927. All of the windows had been broken out long ago by barrages of stones thrown by local kids. On the first floor inside the mill, the wide-planked floors and walls had been stripped clean of anything and everything of value. All that remained in the echoing, empty rooms were scatterings of stones that had taken out the windows, shards of glass and splintered wood, and fifty years of accumulated debris—mostly dried leaves, old newspapers, mouse and bird droppings, and litter left behind by careless visitors. Age had dried out and weakened the floorboards, which creaked and threatened to break whenever anyone walked on them. On the riverside, a gaping square hole in the floor marked where the sawing frame and cutting bed had once been. In the center of the opening was a long, metal shaft which still had a rusted saw blade attached to it.

Not much light entered the building, especially the cellar, where narrow windows lined the mill’s stone foundation at ground level, front and back. Inside, the basement was a warren of small, interconnected rooms, some of which still contained an assortment of junk no one had bothered to carry away—rotting barrels and supply boxes, piles of unwanted lumber and debris, rusted tools and equipment, and literally hundreds of cans and broken bottles—soda, beer, and liquor—littered the floor along with old food wrappers. Some of the cellar’s interior dividing wails, also made of granite blocks, had caved in, leaving piles of rubble that looked like gigantic dominoes had spilled. Beneath the gaping hole of the sawing frame was a huge mound of rotting sawdust which, over the decades, had become home for a colony of rats. The dark holes of their burrows made the sawdust pile look like a huge chunk of spoiled Swiss cheese. At the front of the building, beneath the ruins of a large landing, a set of stone stairs led down into the cellar from outside, but most of the kids who came out here were adept at squeezing through the narrow windows or dropping down from the first floor, either through the small trapdoor near the front door of the mill or else through the gap of the sawing frame.

Generation after generation of Summerfield boys and girls had come out to the mill to explore and test their bravery by entering some of the darker, narrower recesses of the cellar or by going up into the echoing, dust-filled attic. Although there were the usual stories that the place was haunted, there had never been any officially recorded incidents of anyone entering the mill and never coming out. Of course, there were rumors, and tall tales told by older kids to frighten the younger ones, but even those exaggerated stories didn’t stop many of the area’s youngsters from visiting the site and from using it as an unofficial hangout.

The only extensive damage to the mill had occurred in two places. Some years ago, the peaked roof on the riverside had collapsed inward, looking—at least to the canoeists on the Saco River—as though a huge-fisted giant had punched in the top of the building. Over the years, rain and snow had poured into the mill, speeding the deterioration of the walls and floor on that side of the building. The other area of damage was on the backside of the building where a small L-shaped extension—some say it had once been the lumber mill managers’ office—had burned flat to the ground, leaving nothing but a pile of blackened, broken timbers covering the foundation hole. The side of the building had also suffered some damage before the fire had been put out; but because the mill was no longer in operation, no attempt had ever been made to restore it.

On this particular Saturday morning, three boys were huddled together in the basement, near the pile of rubble in the corner where a stairway had once led up to the first floor. Two of them—Eddie Fraser and Charlie “Fish-eyes” Costello—were standing behind Ray, who was seated on a makeshift bench made out of an old, charred timber. A cigarette dangled from Ray’s mouth as he slowly, almost religiously turned the pages of his stolen issue of Playboy. Narrow beams of dusty sunlight filtered through the cracks in the walls and floor, turning the cigarette smoke into bright blue spikes. The air was cool and moist, thick with the smell of rotting wood and damp soil. The beam of the flashlight Eddie was holding darted like a dragonfly across the glossy pages.

“Oh, my God—my God!” Charlie shouted as he did an excited little dance. He’d gotten his nickname years ago because of the Coke-bottle thick glasses he had to wear. He was the smallest of the three boys, with arms and legs as thin as rails. He reached forward and slapped the magazine, almost knocking it out of Ray’s hands. “Jesus Christ! Look at the bazoobas on that one!”

“I want to see the foldout again.”

“No, no—keep going, Sandy. Maybe there’s something even better.”

“Just look at her titties!”

“I wish they’d show the real thing, if you know what I mean?”

“Yeah, some pussy! I wanna see some real pussy!”

Eddie leaned his head back and made a yowling cat sound that elicited frowns from the other two boys.

“I saw the real thing once—some real tit, anyway,” Charlie said.

“Yeah, but your sister doesn’t count!”

The boys had plans to go swimming at the Nickerson’s Quarry just as soon as they finished checking out Ray’s stolen treasure; but for right now, none of them were thinking about what a beautiful September morning was wasting away outside.

“I don’t see why you have to stash it way the heck out here, though,” Charlie said, using that high-pitched, whiny voice of his that drove everybody nuts.

“Why?” Ray replied. “Because my old man’d kill me if he ever found something like this in my bedroom. That’s why!”

“Naw … he’d just keep it for himself to jerk off with,” Eddie said. A thin blue stream of cigarette smoke draped over Ray’s shoulder and drifted into Eddie’s face. Eddie waved it away vigorously with one hand. For some reason, the smell of something burning made him nervous—especially in a closed, confined space like this. Maybe it had something to do with one of the stories his mother had told him about the mill.

“Remember what happened when he found that copy of Gem we had stashed up in the rafters of the chicken coop?” Ray said.

“Yeah, but that one didn’t even show any nipple!” Charlie said, sounding ultimately disappointed.

“I thought it was funny as shit the way you couldn’t say a word when he caught you,” Eddie said, chuckling with the memory. “You kept stammering so bad, I thought you were gonna have a permanent stutter.”

“Can something like that really happen?” Charlie asked.

“Sure thing,” Eddie replied. “If someone hits you on the back while you’re stuttering, you’ll never be able to stop.”

“Ever—?”

“That’s right,” Ray said with a chuckle. “Never! And I heard if you jerk off too much, hair will grow in the palm of your hand … or else you’ll go blind.”

“For real?” Charlie asked.

“You tell us, Fish-eyes,” Eddie said. “Check your own hand … or better yet, check Sandy’s.” He sneered as Ray’s cigarette smoke wafted into his face.

“You guys have gotta be putting me on, right?”

“’Course we are,” Eddie said, “those are just … just old witch’s tales, or whatever the hell you call them.” In truth, he had no idea what could or couldn’t make someone a stutterer or grow hair on the palm of their hands. “Come on,” he said, indicating the magazine. “Keep turning the pages.”

They spent the next ten minutes exclaiming over the full-color photos of naked women, hurrying past the articles cartoons, and stories, none of which any of them would ever read, although Eddie thought the story by a guy named Ray Bradbury looked sort of interesting. During a moment of silence, they all became aware of a faint voice chattering away outside the building. They listened for a moment, then realized that it was getting closer. At first, they caught only snatches of what was being said.

“… unless I tell them … how far it’s gone … last night, but I don’t want it to happen again …”

“Who the hell is that?” Charlie asked, his eyes rounding wide behind his thick glasses.

Ray’s expression was one of surprise, almost panic. “Oh, shit! What if Farty found out that we’re out here?”

“Everybody ditch it ’till we find out,” Eddie said. Without another word, he snapped off the flashlight, and all three boys blended into the dark corners of the basement. They waited in silence as the voice grew steadily louder, the footsteps crackling in the dried leaves and grass outside.

“Can’t tell … never know when it’ll happen … without warning now that they’re so close … should’ve told someone else.”

“It’s gotta be Dougie, late as always,” Charlie whispered. “Christ, yes. He was ’spozed to meet us out here half an hour ago,” Eddie said, glancing at his wristwatch.

“Dougie Dog-shit will be late for his own damned funeral,” Ray added, but all three boys remained where they were until they could find out for sure who it was.

“No—wait a minute,” Eddie said.

As the voice grew steadily clearer, he moved out from his hiding place. Standing on tiptoes, he peered out through one of the narrow, glassless basement windows. The bright sunlight stung his eyes. “I think it sounds more like—”

Before he could say the name, a thin figure with a pale, round face topped by a shock of dark brown hair appeared on the road, heading toward the far side of the building. The boy had a curiously blank, almost detached expression as he shaded his eyes with his hand and surveyed the mill. A long-handled shovel was slung over one shoulder like a rifle. A large, flat, black leather carrying case dangled from his belt, bouncing against his leg with every other step he took.

Ray skittered over beside Eddie and, looking outside, snickered softly. “Ahh, shit—it’s just the retard.”

“Don’t you go calling my brother that!” Eddie said, backing away from the window and clenching both hands into fists.

Ray shrugged. “Well, that’s what he is. What should I call him?”

“How about his real name? Mike!”

“You mean Mikie? … Mental Mikie? Mikie the Mental Midget? He is a retard, though, ain’t he?”

“Is not!”

“Is so!”

While this heated whispered exchange was going on, Mikie—obviously unaware of the boys in the basement—angled off to the right, heading around to the back of the building where the extension had burned down so many years ago. He kept mumbling senselessly to himself, interspersing his comments with an off-key rendition that might have been the Davy Crockett theme song. His voice faded away when he rounded the corner of the building.

“I say we check out what the retard’s up to,” Ray said, glancing at the other boys to gauge their reactions.

“Let’s just stash the magazine and leave,” Eddie countered. “I thought we were heading out to Nickerson’s, anyway.”

Charlie just stood there, staring back and forth between them. Then, with a touch of menace in his voice, Ray said, “I say we’ve got to see what he’s up to.” He gave Charlie a leering look. “We don’t want him to find my Playboy while he’s out here poking around, now, do we?”

That got to Charlie, who shifted closer to Ray, obviously taking sides.

“Hey, he saw me take it yesterday,” Ray said, giving Eddie an earnest stare. “If he tells Farty about it, and then finds it out here, you’re gonna get in just as much trouble as me.”

Eddie shifted back and forth on his feet, feeling both nervous and frustrated as he looked at his friends. He’d realized for years that unofficial leadership of their group had always been hazily divided between himself and Ray. He always got nervous whenever there was a direct conflict because, while he was the “brains” of the group, Ray was definitely the muscle; he had the courage to act. He was the one who had stolen the magazine.

“Besides,” Ray added, meanly eying Eddie, “we don’t want anyone coming out here without our permission … right?”

“You’re forgetting one thing,” Eddie said, fighting to still the low tremor in his voice. “The mill’s on my mother’s property, so Mikie has every right in the world to come out here.”

“Oh, yeah?” Ray said, curling his upper lip into a sneer, “So what? And anyway, don’t you think we ought to watch out for him? I mean, he shouldn’t be out here all alone! Why, he might fall down and hurt himself. We’ve got to keep an eye on him, right? I mean, what if he—”

“What if nothing!” Eddie said. “I say we leave him alone and just head on out to the quarry and—”

“Come on, Fish-eyes,” Ray snapped. “Are you with me or not?”

He stood up and slid the Playboy under one of the old barrels; then he turned quickly on his heel and, waving once over his shoulder, started climbing up the rocks and debris that were piled beneath the trapdoor. He quickly scaled them and then, grunting loudly, jumped up, grabbed the edge of the opening, and hoisted himself up onto the first floor. Charlie followed close behind. Before boosting himself up through the trapdoor, he turned back to Eddie and, waving to him, said, “Come on! Are you with us or not?”

“Screw you, Fish-eyes,” Eddie replied, but Charlie was gone.

From outside, Eddie heard the thumping of footsteps as Ray and Charlie, having jumped out the open doorway at the back of the building, ran around to the front. A cold, hard knot twisted in his stomach as he balanced his loyalty to his friends and his retarded brother. Then, nodding to himself, he moved slowly and followed Ray and Charlie up to the first floor and out into the bright sunshine.

As he followed the overgrown road through the woods to the old mill, Mike Fraser squinted up at the sunlight which skimmed like white fire through the autumn-tinged trees. It was a little past nine o’clock in the morning, and already the temperature was close to sixty degrees. All around him, the woods flickered and rippled with flashes of light and quivering shade. Dappled shadows slid like splotches of dark water across his face and bare arms. On his left, through the trees, the Saco River sparkled with reflected sunlight, looking cool and inviting. Mike pushed aside any thoughts of going swimming. Besides being well aware that he should never go swimming alone, he was afraid of the river, especially this close to the mill, where it ran fast, turning into a bubbling, white-capped froth that looked to him like curdled milk. No, sitting in the shallow end of Nickerson’s quarry—in what his brother’s friends teasingly called the “Baby End”—was more than enough swimming for him.

But summer and swimming were over, and as beautiful as the day was, Mike found it difficult, almost impossible to be happy. He knew he should be happy because he was finally doing something about what had been bothering him for so long. At last, he had a plan; and he was proud that he was doing more than most people were doing these days. Ever since last year—last October, to be exact, when President Kennedy had blockaded those Russian ships loaded with nuclear missiles on their way to Cuba—Mike had wondered and worried and fretted about what he could do to help protect himself and his family. Just last night—at last—he had gotten the idea to build a bomb shelter; and the old, deserted lumber mill was the perfect place to do it!

“But you know damn right well—” he said, then stopped himself. Smiling nervously, he glanced around to see if anyone was nearby and might have heard him swear. He chuckled to himself and went on, “You know damn-damn-damn right well that when the time comes, everyone’s gonna want to use it!” He sniffed loudly and wiped his nose with the back of his wrist. “Oh, yeah—sure, sure! They’ll all wanna use it! The whole town will! But I won’t let ’em in. No-sir-ee! I won’t! Just me and my family … and maybe not even Eddie! Not unless he gives me some of his Life Savers.”

Through the screen of trees, the old mill came gradually into view, its weathered gray sides looking like a steep, granite mountain against the pale blue sky. Mike shivered as he drew to a stop, wiped his forehead on his bare arm, and swung the shovel to his other shoulder. He had no idea how long it would take him to do what he planned to do. As far as he was concerned, he should stay out here until he was finished—work right up until lunchtime. He was positive he wouldn’t be done by the time his mother rang the cowbell to signal him to come home for lunch. At the very least, he’d have to come back this afternoon and work until dark. Maybe all night, he had to. With luck—and plenty of hard work—maybe he have everything done by tomorrow morning.

“’N maybe I won’t even go home for lunch,” he said. “No one knows I’m out here … not unless I tell them. I probably wouldn’t even hear the cowbell, anyway. I—I just wish people could see how far it’s gone. How bad it is. I shouldn’t have gotten so scared last night, but I don’t want it to happen again, so I’ve gotta do this. I’ve gotta do this! Damn-damn-damn!”

Gritting his teeth, he started walking again. His finger hurt from the tight grip he maintained on the shovel handle.

“I can’t tell anyone, though. Of course not! Because you never know when it’ll happen. The Russians could attack without warning now that they’re so close, with their missile there in Cuba. I’ll bet they didn’t even take them all out either. They’re just trying to trick the president. Maybe should’ve told someone else so I would have had some help out here.”

Nervousness coiled like a dry snake in his stomach as he broke out of the woods and started up the dusty road that led to the mill. What used to be the loading yard was now overgrown with weeds and thin grass. A gentle breeze blew dust like hazy, yellow smoke up into the air. The sunlight hurt his eyes, and the heat of the day wrapped around him like a heavy blanket. For an instant, he thought he detected a shifting of motion inside one of the basement windows, but he knew from experience that it was better to ignore everyone and everything he saw out here. If someone wanted to talk to him, they would talk to him when they were ready. He knew he shouldn’t go looking for them, expecting them to show themselves. They didn’t want to be seen. It was unnerving, though, the way they would always talk to him and never let him see them. Sometimes it was kind of creepy, the way they’d just whisper to him—and to themselves—in the echoing darkness of the mill.

No, Mikie told himself, the only thing to do right now was simply to decide where to begin and get to work. He crossed the weed-choked loading yard and entered the soft, blue shadow cast by the building, grateful for the relief the shade gave him from the heat. Wandering out back, he started to whistle “Davy Crockett,” all the while scanning the sides of the deserted building, looking for a likely spot to enter. He shivered again, thinking that he could feel cold eyes staring at him through the broken windows on the top floor. The wind whistled around the corner of the building with a high, steady hiss that sounded like a snake, hissing … or almost like those whispering voices … almost

Mikie paused a moment to listen, to see if they had anything to say to him. He couldn’t stop wondering if the voice he had heard last night, suggesting that he build his bomb shelter out here today, was one of the same voices he heard at the mill from time to time. That voice last night hadn’t sounded like one of his friends from out here; but then again, even though he thought he knew everyone’s voice well enough to recognize them, one of them could have disguised his voice—or else it could have been someone else … someone he hadn’t met yet.

“But what if—what if it’s someone … bad,” Mike said, shivering wildly as he looked up at the building. The hair on his arms prickled as though electrified. His gaze fixed on the flattened ruins of the small building attached to the back of the mill. “Or what if the Russians are broadcasting radio messages only I can hear, trying to control me? What if this is a trap and they’re making me do this?”

Another wild shiver shook his shoulders, and his teeth chattered in spite of the day’s heat pressing down on him. Someone is watching me!

He dropped the shovel to the ground and fumbled to open the leather case at his side. His hands were slick with sweat, and he almost dropped the camera as he unfolded the lens and raised it to his eye. Squinting into the viewfinder, he swept it back and forth and then aimed it at the burned-out building. The world was curiously distorted through the lens.

“Squeeze … squeeze slowly, now,” he cautioned himself, aware that his hands were trembling.

The shutter clicked, and then the mechanism inside his camera started churning. Mike watched as the gray sheet of film slid slowly out the side of the camera. He tore off the print and started counting out loud to sixty while he collapsed the camera and put it back into its carrying case. His voice was trembling with repressed agitation as he waited for the picture to develop. When he was done counting, he peeled off the protective gray covering and looked at the snapshot.

His aim had been bad, and he had jiggled the camera just as he had clicked it. The picture was tilted to one side and blurred, but it had caught most of the charred timbers of the flattened building as well as a corner of the smoke-blackend side of the mill. The trees in the background were nothing more than an out-of-focus riot of shadow and light, but there was something in the foreground, something behind the
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