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Joseph A. Citro and His Works: An introduction

By Philip Pochoda

Along with their bibles and their Psalters, their Christian Trinity and their fierce faith, the Puritans who landed in New England in the early 17th century brought with them the Devil and his large cohort—a host of fallen angels, demons, witches, and other malevolent beings. The early New England divines, such as Increase and Cotton Mather, in their fiery sermons emphasized the power and persistence of these evil ones who constituted the major threat to the eternal salvation of the faithful. As the settlers, new and old, moved out of Massachusetts Bay and Plymouth into all of New England in the next two centuries, and up the rivers and valleys to Vermont and New Hampshire, they inevitably, often unconsciously, populated the landscape—both mental and physical—with these self-same devils, spirits, and demons, or with their somewhat deracinated, defanged, secularized, but still non-human colleagues.

This was the tradition that the first great 19th century New England, indeed American, fiction writer, Nathaniel Hawthorne—himself descended directly from one of the harshest judges in the Salem witch trials—drew upon for many of his tormented stories and characters. Hawthorne, along with Poe, in turn became godfather of the flood of American genre writers of horror and the supernatural-gothic that has persisted so strongly to our day.

A key figure in the transmission and elaboration of “weird fiction” in this century—whom you probably haven’t heard of unless you are an aficionado of the genre, in which case you have probably heard far too much about him—was the very odd American writer, H.P. Lovecraft, a resident of Providence, Rhode Island. In the early to the middle part of the 20th century, Lovecraft, currently enjoying a mild renaissance, produced a stream of books and stories revolving around aliens in our midst, indifferent or aggressively hostile to human inhabitants of the planet.

Best-selling contemporary horror/suspense/fantasy authors Stephen King, Clive Barker, and Neil Gaiman, among many others, attribute their early reading of Lovecraft for much of their career trajectory. And—finally getting to the point—so does the sage of the supernatural in Vermont and New England, the much beloved Joe Citro.

Citro, born, bred, and ever a resident of Vermont, has made it his mission, his life’s project, to honor this legacy, and to excavate, to elaborate, and to celebrate the dark side of New England history and culture. His fifteen books include five novels of suspense, all supernatural tales set in Vermont, most built around existing local tales and legends, upon which Citro imposes compelling stories of his own wild invention.

In addition, he has relentlessly tracked down local tales of the supernatural, of ghosts, of inexplicable events, throughout Vermont and New England. Green Mountain Ghosts, Ghouls, and Unsolved Mysteries, published in 1994 and now exceeding 15 printings, was not only Citro’s first foray into this field, but was the most comprehensive collection of offbeat Vermont lore ever assembled to that point.

That book was just a prelude to a remarkable string of books that constitute a who’s who, a what’s what, and a where’s where of New England supernatural stories, beings, and phenomena. In Vermont Ghost Guide—one of three books on which Citro collaborated with the brilliant cartoonist, Steve Bissette—Citro retells a weird story that is attached to each of seventy-seven specific Vermont towns. And, as he does in all his purportedly “non-fiction” books, Citro steadfastly retains an agnostic attitude towards the stories he retells, even the most bizarre or preposterous.

Other of his books in this genre include: Vermont Monster Guide (with Steve Bissette); Passing Strange: True Tales of New England Hauntings and Horrors; and several travel New England travel guides, including Curious New England: the Unconventional Traveler’s Guide to Eccentric Destinations.

Lest you think this is all in fun, all benign, in Cursed in New England: Stories of Damned Yankees Citro tracks down more than 17 famous New England cases, from the 17th to the 20th centuries, in which an individual feeling wronged, delivered a curse or malediction on others, which inexplicably produced dire effects or revenge. I warn you not to get on the wrong side of Mr. Citro.

Citro recently retired from his very popular commentary series on Public Radio on which, since 1992, he featured many of Vermont’s best-loved ghosts, monsters, madmen, and mysteries, as well as some of the flamboyant, eccentric Spiritualists who thrived in this area.

Almost single-handedly, Joseph Citro has added a new dimension, a second skin, a supernatural social network, adjacent to the visible northern New England that we daily inhabit. This congested, turbulent realm of spirits and Spiritualists, of devils and demons, of inexplicable events and forces, complements, complicates and, if we permit it, enriches our “normal” lives here on the surface of the planet. The diverse denizens of the dark realm as well as his many human readers are “eternally” grateful for Joe Citro’s tireless efforts in mapping their multifarious connections.

I am pleased to introduce New England’s lord of the lurid, Joseph A. Citro, and the 30th anniversary edition of his terrifying first novel, Shadow Child.

Philip Pochoda, while Editorial Director at the University Press of New England, acquired Shadow Child for their prestigious Hardscrabble fiction line.

Prior to that he was editorial director of Anchor Books and Dial Press at Doubleday; and vice president at Simon & Schuster while publisher and editor-in-chief of Prentice Hall Press. He recently retired as Director from the University of Michigan Press.
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“Together they saw Grandfather’s secret fishing hole for the first time.”


SUMMER 1952

PROLOGUE

“Hey, Brian! Wait up!” Eric Nolan called to his brother.

The two look-alike boys, their hair red as apples in the afternoon sunlight, scampered across the farmyard, trying to catch up with their grandfather. The older boy, Brian, aged five, carried a fishing pole. He swished it back and forth in front of him like a whip. It hissed as it cut the air. Squawking chickens dodged clumsily from the boys’ path, beating their wings in a feathered flurry of protest.

Eric, the younger brother, giggled. He watched Brian closely, trying to copy the action with the fishing pole. What a wonderful idea it was, using the fishing pole to scare chickens! It was fun. Eric enjoyed watching the white feathers cascade to the ground like summer snow.

It’s magic, thought Eric. Snow in the summer is magic. Brian made magic!

It was a kind of envy that Eric frequently felt of his older brother. Eric envied him simply because Brian was older, if only about a year. Sometimes Eric felt like Brian’s shadow, a darker, less detailed, less interesting replica of the older boy.

Eric envied the way Brian always saw things in strange, fun ways. He also envied the way his brother seemed always to know about things that hadn’t happened yet. Like this morning, Brian had announced, “Grampy’s gonna take us fishin’ today. To a special place. Get your fish pole ready, Eric.”

The younger boy had often overheard adults remark about Brian’s intuition—“insight,” they called it. Eric had come to the conclusion that he himself was somewhat ordinary, unexciting by comparison.

Eric walked behind his brother and their grandfather, following the coarsely pebbled path that led toward the sugar bush, then along the creek to the fishing hole. He was excited about being taken to grandfather’s secret fishing hole, and he wanted to remember everything about the hike. Squinting, eyes nearly shut, he tried to fix everything in his mind. He looked at the maple leaves above his head, tried to memorize their patterns. Across the brook, an early autumn’s Midas touch had magically turned some of the trees on Pinnacle Mountain from green to gold.

Eric thought the magic leaves were beautiful, and he called, pointing them out to Brian.

Brian looked at Eric as if about to reveal a great truth. “It means there’s gold hidden on the Pinnacle,” Brian informed him with great certainty. As he spoke he patted the palm of his hand against the spikes of his crew cut.

Eric had seen the same gesture every time Brian forwarded some similar and equally interesting bit of information. Like the time Brian asked him if he knew what the sun really was. When Eric said no, Brian explained that it was a giant thumbtack for holding up the sky.

And there was the time the two boys were playing by the railroad tracks, leaving pennies on the rails to be flattened to the size of quarters by the next train. Brian told Eric that the track was a long ladder that went on forever and ever. He said it would surely pass Heaven on its way to wherever it went. To Eric this was very possibly so. To Brian there was no doubt.

There was no doubt about the pennies, either. They were flat and wavy as spinners, with only a dull suggestion of Lincoln’s profile. Perhaps they too were magic.

Eric felt for the outline of the penny in the pocket of his shorts. Finding it, he knew its twin was in his brother’s pocket. It felt good.

By now, Grandfather had outdistanced the two boys and had forged out of sight around the bend where the little stream hugged a towering gray outcropping. Brian and Eric hurried to catch up, but Eric’s progress was slowed when he snagged the tip of his fishing pole in some blackberry bushes. Brian stopped to help untangle it, and they rounded the bend together, walking shoulder to shoulder. Together, they saw Grandfather’s secret fishing hole for the first time.

It was a special place, just as Brian had promised.

The pool, surrounded by boulders and flat-rock ledges, reflected the vast sky in its tiny surface. The high waters of a million springtimes had eroded a smooth, rounded bowl in a big rock. Grandfather was seated comfortably on this massive stone. Eric thought Grandfather’s seat looked as comfortable as a throne.

It was then that Brian told Eric that he had seen the pool before. He patted both sides of his closely cropped hair. He looked nervous.

“When?” said the younger boy, wonder in his voice.

Brian stared at the scene. “I don’t know. But I’ve been here before.”

“To this same place?”

“Yes, but don’t tell Grampy.”

“Oh, no. I won’t.” Eric was delighted to share this secret with his older brother. He knew it was somehow important, somehow frightening. It never occurred to him that in reality Brian might never have seen the pool before. If Brian said it was true, then of course it was. Eric wanted to know more about it.

Their conspiratorial whispering was lost amid the sounds of the warm afternoon breeze and the rushing water as it merged into a stream that drained from the pool. The sun backlit the deep green leaves of the maple and oak trees bordering the little brook. Grandfather was stretched out on his large rock, baiting his hook, smoking his pipe, heedless of the two boys who watched him.

“See that rock where Grampy’s sitting?” asked Brian.

“Ummm-hmmm.”

“I saw a boy on that rock one time. He jumped right into the water, and the top of the water got all wrinkly like it does when you splash it. When the wrinkles were gone, the boy was gone, too.”

Eric could feel his own fear merging with Brian’s. He whispered. “Where’d he go?”

“I don’t know. He was just gone. I ran to the pool and on the bottom I could see all the rocks. They looked like funny brown faces looking up at me. I even saw some fish. But no boy. He disappeared.”

“Did you tell Grampy?”

“No, and don’t you.”

“How come?”

“’Cause it’s a secret. It’s just for you and me.”

“What’d he look like?”

“I couldn’t see good. But he had red hair like you and me. And I think his eyes were like ours, too. He could have been either of us. He could have been somebody else. He looked right at me and I still couldn’t tell for sure.”

“Come on, you little rapscallions,” called Grandfather. “You better hurry up and get them worms wet!”

Brian touched his brother’s arm. “Don’t tell anyone, will you, Eric?”

“No,” vowed the younger boy. And, in spite of all the things that happened later, he never did.


From Vanishing Vermont, 

an unfinished manuscript by Eric Nolan, p. 47:

Certain areas in the state seem especially vulnerable to strange disappearances. There is a “Devil’s Triangle” zone near Bennington where from November 1945 to December 1950, seven people vanished without a trace, all in the vicinity of Glastenbury Mountain.

The ages of the seven victims range from eight to seventy-five. Four were female, three male. All vanished in the same area during the same season of the year, i.e., from October to December. Four of them vanished in 1950.

Ground and air searches, systematically covering every foot of the forest, revealed nothing.

Not surprisingly, area residents theorize about UFOs, demons, and monsters. There has been speculation about people falling through interdimensional trapdoors. Any theory, according to Sheriff’s Deputy Lester Prim, seems more probable than coincidence.


PART ONE

VANISHING VERMONT

These mountains know more than they tell,

And more than you or I ever will.

And there’s magic hiding underneath

A country windowsill,

And there’s voices in the hills.

—Dick McCormack


MONDAY, NOVEMBER 21, 1983


1. BREAKFAST

Clint Whitcome took a can of Carnation evaporated milk from the refrigerator and popped it open as he sat down at the kitchen table. He was a big, handsome man, six feet tall in his stocking feet. He had hair the color and sheen of motor oil and wide brown eyes that were alert and cheerful. He looked much younger than his forty-one years. Perhaps that was because of the way he moved; each stride, each turn of the head, each tiny gesture was graceful, full of precision and purpose. Clint Whitcome seemed to glow with pride and a disarming, humble confidence.

He was dressed in a blue flannel shirt and Levi’s denims bound with a wide leather belt made from a cow collar. Although it was six o’clock in the morning, he was puffing on a corncob pipe. A hazy layer of blue smoke hung like a mist in the sunlight that filled the kitchen.

His wife, Pamela, stood at the stove, stirring oatmeal, humming along with a Stan Rogers song on the radio. She watched Clint through the lattice of her fiery red hair. Then she looked over her shoulder and smiled at him.

Clint yawned, stifled a belch, ran his hand through his hair, destroying the razor line of the part and the unusually careful job of combing. He left the top of his head looking as if it were the spine of a porcupine.

Pamela moved to the table and straightened Clint’s hair with a gentle hand before she spooned cereal into his bowl. He smiled back at her and chuckled. Then he put aside his pipe and poured maple syrup over the steaming oatmeal.

“How’s the little man?” he asked between a spoonful of oats and a mouthful of coffee. “He doing any better?”

“He’s okay. He’s still sleeping. When I went up to bed last night he was standing at the window watching the backyard. He looked so tragic.”

“Probably the first friend he ever lost.”

“Do you think he’s really lost, Clint? I mean really gone?”

“Can’t say for sure. He might turn up again. I’m afraid he was out running deer and got lost or something. I always thought a dog couldn’t get lost, but then I never knew a dog as dumb as Rusty.”

Pamela laughed. “I shouldn’t laugh. Luke is miserable.”

“He’ll get over it. I betcha he’ll get over it a lot faster if we get him another dog to take his mind off it.” Clint pushed his empty bowl away and gulped the rest of his coffee. Abruptly, he stood up.

“Can I pour you another cup to take with you?”

Clint stopped, as if seriously contemplating the complexity of the question. “Naw,” he replied, “I’ll get one down to the garage.”

“You sure? There’s half a pot left.”

“Yup.” Clint hesitated, then he asked, “What time are you expecting that cousin of yours?”

“Who knows? It’s a long drive up from Long Island. You may get home before he arrives.”

“In that case, I’ll bring home a couple of six-packs, and if he’s here he can help me drink them. He does drink beer, doesn’t he?”

“If he doesn’t, I’ll help you drink them. How’s that?”

“Best offer I’ve had all day. Bye, Sweetie.” He kissed her, lingering a moment longer than usual, then dashed out the door.

Stopping on the steps, Clint turned around, “He’s still planning to stay for Thanksgiving, ain’t he?”

“Yes. I think so.”

Clint thought a moment. “Maybe I’ll just take an afternoon and see if I can get us a wild turkey for dinner. Think he’d like that?”

“I know he would. So would I.”

“Does Eric like hunting? Think he’d want to go out with me?”

Pamela raised her eyebrows and shrugged.

Clint shrugged too, winked at her, jumped into the green pickup with “Town of Antrim” on the door, and drove off down the hill. The truck disappeared into the bright autumn morning. In its wake, leaves of red, yellow, and brown swirled above the gravel drive.

Pamela held the door open to the chill morning air and watched him go. She had seen the nervousness in her husband; it was almost tangible, hanging in the air like pipe smoke. Yet, she knew better than to acknowledge it, to diminish him by telling him not to worry. The hurried breakfast, the too-long kiss, the offer of the six-pack all were Clint’s ways of showing how nervous he was. He was a proud man, a good father, and kind to a fault, but somewhere, locked away behind his solid wall of strength and confidence, there was an uneasiness. It wasn’t shame, it wasn’t fear. It wasn’t anything that Pamela could put a label on. It was something that Clint never spoke about, never acknowledged at all. But Pamela knew her husband was uneasy about his lack of education, and about certain responsibilities of his position as a supervisor with the Antrim Highway Department. Clint was especially uncomfortable in the company of highly educated men who taught at colleges. He was nervous about meeting Eric, about what they’d say to each other, about what they’d do. He concealed his apprehension well, but he couldn’t hide it from his wife, who understood him better than any woman ever had. When he had asked, “Does Eric like to hunt?” she understood him to mean, he doesn’t object to hunting, does he? And, “He does drink beer, doesn’t he?” meant, he won’t be put off by my drinking beer, will he?

She loved Clint for the awkward consideration that he was showing for Eric; she knew how hospitable and kind he would be when her cousin arrived.

Pamela walked back to the table, gathered the breakfast dishes, and carried them to the sink. She sat down and poured a cup of coffee, dripping Carnation from the can into the cup, rubbing her hand absently over the rings and lines of the finished oak tabletop.

How strange it will be to see Eric again, she thought. She had figured it out last night while waiting for sleep to come: it had been seventeen years. Seventeen. Was that possible?

But Eric was family. More important, she was his family. The only family he had left. He had nowhere else to go.

It had been a surprise to receive his letter, although, really, Eric had never been far from her thoughts. Once Eric and Pamela had been the best of friends, like brother and sister. Seventeen years ago.

She sipped her coffee, looking back across the years to those faraway seasons they had passed as children in this very house. They were young then, innocent, and for them this farm on the top of Tenny’s Hill was like a castle on the highest mountain of a fairy-tale kingdom. Once upon a time…

The memories of their youth were sweet, gentle, like motherhood, she thought.

Yes, it would be good to see her cousin again, to try to offer what comfort she could, to share her family and their home. Their life. In a way she felt guilty that she had allowed herself to lose touch with Eric.

We stopped writing when we had no more to say, thought Pamela. When you write to someone, even if it is rarely, you don’t do it out of obligation, but out of need. And, in writing, you define what that need is. The need may not be obvious, but it will be there: the need to be remembered, the need for reassurance, the need for comfort. It will be there, somewhere in the letter.

Pamela reached into the pocket of her apron and fingered her cousin’s letter. For some reason, she too, like her husband, felt a little bit nervous. Maybe she was questioning the nature of Eric’s need, but before she could analyze any more she heard a noise from the top of the stairs.

“Mommy,” a tiny voice called.

“Down here, Honey.”

Luke Whitcome came down the stairs. After briefly detouring to the television set, turning it on and then ignoring it, he entered the kitchen. He was dressed in Jedi pajamas and was dragging Philip, his lanky stuffed monkey, along the floor behind him.

“Was that Daddy?” Luke looked up at his mother, his expression unusually perplexed. He had a way about him that suggested everything was an unfathomable puzzle. Perhaps everything is a puzzle for a four-year-old boy, but Luke wore confusion on his small round face like the paint on the face of a clown. Sometimes it would fade, but he would never be free of it entirely. Clint and Pamela found his expression endlessly amusing. Once, when they got their vacation pictures back from the drugstore, Clint had laughed himself into a state of helplessness at his son’s apparent confusion. “Look, here’s Luke on the beach, looking puzzled; and here he is on my shoulder, looking puzzled; and here he is on the merry-go-round, looking puzzled.”

Pamela was amused too, perhaps more amused because she knew, with a powerful maternal intuition, that their son’s confusion was only on his face and not in his heart. He was a loving and happy little boy, perhaps a bit undersized at forty pounds, but healthy, alert, full of questions as the world grew in size and complexity around him.

He looked up at her eagerly, waiting for her answer.

Pamela winked at him. “Of course, it was Daddy. And I bet he saved you some oatmeal. You hungry?”

“Naw. How come Daddy didn’t stay home today?”

“Because he had to go to work. Just like every day.”

Luke climbed up into one of the ladder-back chairs and flopped Philip on top of the table. Pamela put orange juice and a glass of milk in front of him.

“But isn’t Uncle Eric coming today?” he asked, a white mustache of milk on his upper lip.

The way Luke picked up on things always amazed Pamela. Although she and Clint had discussed Eric’s visit with the boy, it must have been her anticipation and preparations that, in the child’s mind, gave the occasion special importance, like a holiday. Clint didn’t work on holidays.

“That’s right, Uncle Eric will be here later, but Daddy has to work anyway. He’ll work just like always, even though Uncle Eric is visiting.”

“How come Uncle Eric doesn’t work?”

“He does. He works at a school. But he’s on vacation for a while.”

Luke considered this. Then he asked, “Will he help me find Rusty?”

“I think so, honey, I think he’ll try.”

“Mommy, do you think Rusty will come home today?”

“I don’t know, Love. I hope so. We’ll put some food out for him.”

“I’ll do it. I’ll fill his dish and put it on the porch.”

“That would be nice. Rusty is just like your father, really hungry when he gets home.”

Luke picked up his glass and drained the last drops of milk from the bottom. He put it down carefully, then sat perfectly still. For a long moment he was quiet.

“What are you thinking about, Honey?”

Luke looked at her. “Do you think somebody coulda took Rusty?”

Pamela blinked. “What do you mean, Hon?”

“It’s just that I had a dream. I dreamed some kids took Rusty.”

“Dreams aren’t real, Luke. They’re just make-believe. They’re stories we tell ourselves when we’re sleeping.”

“I know. But I heard him barking…”

“Maybe you dreamed that, too.”

“No.”

“Or maybe it was some other dog you heard. Sound carries at night, you know.”

Luke thought it over. Pamela could tell that he wasn’t satisfied. She felt as if she had cheated him, as if she’d lied. But how could she lie if she didn’t know the truth? She turned back to the sink and the breakfast dishes.

“Mommy?”

“Hmmm.”

“Does Rusty miss us?”

“Of course he does.”

“Then why doesn’t he come home?”

She smiled, and felt the sting around her eyes that warned her that a tear was coming. “I don’t know why. Maybe you should put the dish out for him.”

Luke brightened. He ran to the refrigerator and reached way up for the handle to pull it open. He put an opened can of Alpo on the floor next to the empty dog dish, ran to the drawer to get a spoon, and with great effort and concentration, began to move scoops of brown meat from can to dish, looking puzzled.

Pamela watched him carefully. With both hands he carried the dish to the porch, letting the door slam behind him. The tear slid down her cheek and she wiped it away with a dish towel.

She moved to the window to watch her son stare hopefully down the road and across the fields and into the woods.


2. A CHANGE OF SCENE

Eric Nolan’s right hand was shaking. He stared at it helplessly. Tightening his grip on the steering wheel, he tried to control the trembling.

This shouldn’t be happening, he thought.

As he watched the twitching hand, his Volvo drifted toward the passing lane. An eighteen-wheeler rocketed past on his left. The blast of its air horn was like a siren signaling the end of the world. Eric’s attention snapped back to the highway, the Volvo shuddering in the violent air.

Adrenaline shot through him; his muscles tensed. The sudden sound and mechanical squall left him holding his breath, sweating. With an effort of will he concentrated on calming just his right hand. He commanded it to be still.

It was no use. The hand seemed to have a life of its own. It shivered and moved at the end of his sleeve like a living thing, making him think of a small white fish impaled on a spear.

The eighteen-wheeler was far ahead now, out of sight. Its demon-horn still echoed in his ears as he thought how close he had come. Another yard to the left and—

A brush with death. It can grab us any time. Sneak up on us from behind.

In his rearview mirror he saw exhaust from his down-shift. He thought of a metaphor: Carbon monoxide, the smoke of hell. He thought of a cliché: Escaping catastrophe, he left death in his wake. Eric would have red-penciled either on a freshman paper.

Yet, he had left many deaths in his wake. It was a fact. He didn’t want to think about it. He wanted to leave it behind.

Eric passed a sign indicating that a rest area was a mile ahead. Turning on his blinker, he flashed a right turn. Time to stop driving. Now, at three o’clock in the afternoon, with nearly five hours of traveling behind him, he felt tired, sore. The muscles of his lower back had tightened like a fist; his head throbbed.

Eric pulled into the rest area, shifted into first, and slowed to a stop. He took a deep breath, carefully, as if inhaling might be painful. He didn’t want to start hyperventilating again. That, too, was something he wanted to leave behind him, in New York. There were many things he wanted to leave behind.

He flexed his quivering right fingers. The trembling had subsided but thick veins stood out on the back of his hand like blue snakes coiled between his rocky knuckles. It was an ugly thing. He made a fist of his left and jabbed it repeatedly into the cup of his right, as if wanting to punish it. The tension would not pass.

Getting out of the car was painful. Standing up straight was agony as his back muscles strained and stretched.

Eric took more deep breaths. The Vermont air felt cool. It had an edge to it that sliced icily along his nostrils and throat. It seemed fresh and fragrant; he welcomed it, thinking the drive north had brought him closer to winter.

At last, he was standing on Vermont soil! Somehow, when he crossed that border, that magic line, he had expected a complete change to come over him, expected a burden to be lifted. The shaking hand warned him that nothing had changed—not yet.

I must be patient.

Eric looked around. To the east, reflecting the afternoon sky, the Connecticut River stretched north and south like a winding bead of solder, welding Vermont to New Hampshire.

This was the Connecticut River Valley, a belt of rich farmland that comprised the eastern border of the state. From where Eric stood the land rose slowly to the west, where the Green Mountains grew to altitudes of four thousand feet and more. The mountains were the spine of the state, a backbone that stretched from the broad shoulders of the Vermont-Canada border to the belt that ran below Vernon, Pownal, and the five towns between them, separating Vermont from Massachusetts.

It had been years since Eric had viewed these hills. The slowly flowing river, the dying fall colors, the brittle leaves that fell to earth building insulation against the coming snows, all these things had a calming effect on him. They represented natural cycles. Eric knew these cycles would have altered the things he hoped his return would find intact.

Eyes on the river, he remembered the peace he had known here, so very long ago.

Of course there were bad memories, too—painful memories. He tried not to think of them. Like his death-thoughts, they were not important. It was the good thoughts, the beautiful memories, that had called him back, pulled him with the force of a powerful lodestone to the green and gold Vermont hills.

When he had left Vermont things had begun to fall apart. Perhaps by returning he could put the pieces back together, find the ones he had lost. With luck, this drive to Vermont could be the beginning of his new life.

“Things fall apart; the center cannot hold.” Yeats’s poem, one of Eric’s favorites, resounded in his ears. He’d taught it to sophomores just last week. He remembered thinking, perhaps for the first time in his life, that poetry had no real meaning for him. It could not solve his problems, it could not explain the origin of the insidious tension that gripped him at unpredictable times, compelling him to race blindly, foolishly into the night.

Was he running now? Was returning to Antrim just another show of cowardice? After the therapy, after the lonely nights of alcohol and tears, after the anxious drives up and down Long Island’s neon-dappled highways, what else could he have done? Where else could he have gone?

“I have seen the eternal Footman hold my coat, and snicker…”

The trip to Vermont was the only thing that had appealed to him. At least, he thought, he’d be doing something, taking some action to regain control of his life.

He had watched like an outsider as the quality of his classes at Long Island Community College nose-dived with terrifying speed. He became frightened of his students, couldn’t face his peers. He just wanted to run, hide, escape.

“And in short, I was afraid.”

Vermont was the answer. It had to be. Nothing else offered any comfort. He couldn’t lose himself in writing. Tears relieved nothing, they only embarrassed him. The company of his friends reminded him of how alone he felt. It was as though he were losing his identity, destroying himself, combusting from the inside out as he yielded to indefinable passions that were far more powerful than his will to control them.

It was from utter, end-of-the-line desperation that he wrote his letter to Pamela—the last words of a dying man. He reached into the pocket of his coat and took out her reply. The wind tried to snatch it from his hands as he unfolded the paper.

P. Whitcome

R.D. #1, Box 188

Tenny’s Hill Road

Antrim, Vt.

 

Dear Eric,

 

I can’t tell you how happy I was to hear from you and to know that you’d think of me at such a time. Of course it would be okay for you to come for a visit! You didn’t even have to ask.

It really has been too long since we’ve been in touch. More than fifteen years, I think, since we’ve actually been together. That’s way too long. I think of you often and feel bad that our lives have taken such different directions since we were kids on the farm.

I guess you know that my husband Clint and I moved back into the farmhouse several years ago (My God! Can it be that you didn’t even know I was married? I guess not, from the way you addressed the envelope!). The old place is very much as you remember it, I think. We’ve made some changes, but home improvements are expensive, and Clint has so little time to work around the house. The place will probably never evolve into the showpiece that it could be. But to tell you the truth, neither of us really cares.

But listen to me ramble on. Maybe I’m just trying to cram all the things I want to tell you into one short note. Or maybe I’m trying to avoid getting to the point.

When Clint and I heard about your great loss I can’t tell you how we felt. I’m so sorry, Eric. Although I never met Karen, I know she must have been a very special person to win the love of my favorite cousin.

 

Yes, Eric, please come. Clint and I would like it very much if you’d come to Vermont and spend some time with us! By now you’ve missed summer (so it won’t be just like the old days) and the fall colors have passed their peak. But why not come for Thanksgiving? Stay as long as you can, till Christmas even. It would be nice if we could all be together for Christmas.

I’d like so much for you to meet my husband and, do you know? We have a little boy! His name is Luke. Can you imagine, the old tomboy herself having a son?

Anyway, a change of scene might be just the thing you need. Plan to stay, rest up a while. There’s plenty of room, as you probably recall. You can even have your old room back.

Let us know when you’ll arrive. I’ve tried to call you but I guess you’re never at home.

Please come, I can’t wait to see you again! And please, cousin, take care of yourself.

 

All my love,

Pamela

P.S. Clint wants to know if you like to hunt and fish.

Eric put the letter away and got back into the car. He had left it running; the heat felt good. He was optimistic, if only a little bit. Vermont sounded wonderful. It would be great to see Pamela again. She had said it:

“…just the thing you need.”


From the files of Elizabeth McKensie:

A letter sent to the town clerk of Chester, Vermont, April 23, 1957, signed Rena LaMotte, apparently a Native American lady.

Transcription:

 

15 years ago my old daddy got hurt bad by some kids he run in to in the woods… One thing my daddy was good Cathlic and he very little drink likker… What happens he say was daddy was with momma picking berries when he went away from others for rest. He say he only look at trees and sky, then two kids comes running from rocks at him, hit old daddy to ground with log, hit him on head and side arm, hit him hard and make grunts. Daddy yell then others come and childrens run away fast. They see childrens running and daddy blood on his head… Old daddy scared of woods now, never go no where, just stay home.


As Eric drove north, his mind was far ahead of him, exploring the hills and houses, the streets and faces, that he had left long ago. Some happy times had been spent in the fire-scented kitchen of the farmhouse, his grandfather sitting by the wood stove, smoking his briar pipe and reading his Bible, while Grandmother stood at the counter, singing Irish songs and preparing cookies or fudge for her young guests.

As Eric steered the Volvo, a song almost found its way to his lips, but it froze in his mouth when he saw his image in the rearview mirror. His impulse was to turn away, but he decided it was time to begin to face the creature that, in two short months, he had become.

In the glass, he looked himself in the eyes for the first time in weeks. His gaze explored his ruddy, whiskered face.

“You need a shave,” he said to his reflection.

His cheeks were an unattractive juxtaposition of red stubble and white runways of skin—the paths cleared by his razor in yesterday’s hurried shaving. Yet even in his present state his cheeks were not free of their rosy Irish flush. The red seemed more than normally accentuated against his pale skin and the ink-dark circles under his eyes. Long hair, orange as a pumpkin, lay matted to his head like an oily plastic film. His eyes looked dull and lifeless. Long ago he had taken to wearing tinted glasses to conceal what he considered an unflattering birth defect. His left eye was a darker shade of blue than his right. This imperfection had caused him much embarrassment as a child. Now it merely contributed to his overall disheveled appearance. He stared contemptuously at his image in the mirror. “I look like hell,” he said.

His thoughts returned to his destination as he directed his gaze from mirror to road. It was as if the tension that had been growing inside him for several months was now encouraging him, pushing him toward Antrim, toward Tenny’s Hill. Back to Pamela.

He tried to focus on the tension, understand something about it. Maybe in this more comfortable environment he would be able to analyze it fully, face it head on, get rid of it forever before it made him feel any more scattered and afraid.

Afraid. That was as close as he could ever come to labeling it. Fear. Fear of…?

Eric tried not to think about that last night with Karen. He could hardly remember what they had argued about. Only fragments and phrases lingered in his mind. It was the sound that he couldn’t forget: shrill, accusing screams. She’d let loose a fury that left him frozen and speechless.

He’d been practically pleading with her. “Karen, for God’s sake what’s wrong?”

She’d looked him right in the eyes, her face contorted and slick with tears. “It’s you, you son of a bitch. You’re what’s wrong. Don’t you realize that? Don’t you know that I’ve got to get away from you?”

The door slammed. Her feet pounded down the stairs. The car started with a roar and squealed out of the yard. Eric’s eyes were riveted to the closed door.

Exactly what had happened next he could only imagine. Or, rather, he couldn’t stop imagining. He never wanted to imagine it again. Not ever. Not now.

It was raining hard, it was dark. Karen had turned left after leaving the yard, driving on the backroads heading toward Hawksville.

Eric pictured Karen’s eyelids fighting tears. Rivulets of mascara swirled along her cheeks, giving her alabaster skin the look of rough marble. The wipers did what they could to keep her vision clear. But she was mad, burning fever mad. She was speeding. And there were no gates on those rural railroad crossings.

The crash exploded in his imagination for the millionth time. Eric pounded his right palm against the stickshift. He clenched his teeth.

The whole thing had been a sinister plan by whomever it is that designs our lives. If she had turned right instead of left, if she had been going faster, or slower. Christ, if she had only been watching…

Any time. It can take us at any time.

The big green sign that said “Springfield, Chester, Antrim—1 mile” brought Eric back to the present. He shuddered again at his memory and thanked that sinister designer that he had not been summoned to the scene of the crash.

Officer Justin Hurd stood before the bathroom mirror straightening his tie. Work was going to be boring tonight and he was trying to think of something to bring with him that might help pass the time.

A thought came to him. “Gimme a pack of cigarettes, will you, Brenda?”

From where she reclined on the bed, Brenda, his wife, tossed him a pack of Marlboros. Hurd grabbed for it, missed, and watched it plop into the sink, floating amid the whiskers and lather of his shaving water.

“Damn.”

Brenda, dark-haired and plump as a bonbon, giggled. She walked into the bathroom and stood next to Justin. He stared at the floating pack as if he were standing on a bridge, watching a corpse.

Brenda snatched up the packet, dried it on a towel and handed it to her husband. “You gotta act quick in these emergency situations,” she told him. “See, no harm done, it’s waterproof.”

Justin kissed her on the lips. “Between the instructions I get from you and the chief, maybe someday I’ll make a good cop.”

“I just did,” said Brenda, leering playfully.

“God,” said Justin, “Only one thing on your mind. Speaking of the chief, what shall I tell him about Thanksgiving?”

“Tell him we’ll be there. I’ll make a pie or something.”

“Most likely, ‘or something,’” he said, with pseudo-indignation. “See you about midnight, babe.” He kissed her again and headed for the door.

“The witching hour,” she called after him in a seductive, breathy voice.

At thirty-five miles per hour, Eric drove along the main street of Antrim. Wide-eyed behind his tinted glasses, he looked right and left. The stores and houses were like familiar faces watching silently as he passed. Late-afternoon light reflected dully from second story windows, making the buildings look sleepy and old. No traffic moved on the street. No one could be seen on the sidewalks or in front of the stores. The only motion was dry leaves tossed in the wind, and dark birds, perched on telephone wires, stretching their wings in the cool air.

A calm settled over him. He breathed more deeply, more easily. The tightness in his stomach and back had dissipated, flowed out of his body like smoke through a screen door. His right hand was now as steady as a surgeon’s. The electric tremors that had forever coursed up and down his spine sought ground and discharged. He felt at peace as he slowed to a stop at the roadside in the middle of town. He turned off his engine in front of the drugstore.

A green pickup truck passed him on the left. A uniformed policeman walked out of the old railroad station. A shaggy mongrel dog darted across the green, stopped to sniff at the roots of a dark-trunked maple tree, turned up its nose, uninterested, and moved on.

Eric rolled down the window. Again the fresh air seemed medicinal. He filled his lungs and exhaled slowly through smiling lips.

As the cool Vermont air massaged his face, Eric surveyed the town. The village green to his left was lightly dusted with a covering of multicolored leaves from the lofty maple, oak, and elm trees that grew in the town’s center.

Overlooking the green, as a cliff overlooks the sea, was the Medford Inn. The inn, Eric’s grandfather had told him, had been named after its founder. Its black-lettered sign led many uninitiated tourists to believe they had arrived in the wrong town, a town that appears nowhere on Vermont maps. The monstrous three-story structure had a wide porch all around. Eric remembered when the building was as white as winter snow. Now it had weathered to a dirty gray and was badly in need of a paint job. Here and there the faded paint peeled in six-inch strips that curled like scrolls of ancient parchment.

To his right was the general store; he had often visited it with his grandfather, many years before. The smells of coffee, leather, and a wood fire wafted across his memory. Beside the general store he saw the new single-story post office. Shiny blue metal mailboxes stood out against its red brick front. When he was a boy the post office had been a six-by-eight-foot cubicle at the rear of the general store, right next to the magazine rack.

House after house of neat colonial design lined the main street. Most were painted white, each stood at a dignified distance from the road, leaving plenty of room in front for lush green lawns. A comfortable space separated the houses; many property lines were marked by white picket fences. There was something about the layout of the street—the intervals between the dwellings, the decorative, functional fences—that made Eric think about the character of their builders: taciturn, standoffish Yankees, just like Grandfather, who were independent even living in a community and who truly believed that “Good fences make good neighbors.”

He looked at the railroad station. Attached to its front he noticed a trim, black-lettered sign that said “Town Offices.” Perhaps it was fitting that the town should regain railroad property. Grandfather had often said that more than anything else the railroad was responsible for the downfall of Vermont farming. Trains brought rich folks from the city. They liked the looks of the land and purchased greedily. Land prices soared beyond the means of the locals. The ski developers weren’t far behind. It was the train that brought the money, and the money separated Vermonters from acres and traditions the like of which could never be recovered.

Eric smiled thinking Grandfather might enjoy seeing the way the town had taken the railroad station back. And Eric had come back to the town. Maybe it’s an optimistic sign, he thought. Grandfather would be pleased.

There was still no evidence of industry in Antrim. It was a bedroom community of Springfield, where the machine-tool business supplied income for resident commuters. Years ago farms and logging had been income-producing businesses for the locals. Until the nineteen-sixties Grandfather’s had been one of the very few working farms left, and he had had to supplement his income by leasing woodland to the lumber companies. Eric wondered if any real farms were still operating?

He took his keys and got out of the car. Although he was eager to see his cousin and her family, he was not yet ready to interrupt his reunion with the town. Besides, he recalled his face in the rearview mirror and knew that he looked pretty unsavory. He would take a room at the Medford Inn, rest, clean up. Perhaps he’d buy some wine and something for the boy so he wouldn’t arrive at the Whitcome house empty-handed. He’d phone Pamela and tell her to expect him in the morning, when he would be better prepared for their reunion. He wanted to get off to a fresh start.

He set out on foot across the green toward the inn. The brisk wind tangled his copper hair and animated the dry leaves that scurried and danced around his feet.
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