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“Last one to the beach is a dirty, rotten egg!” Marty yelled, pedaling as fast as his muscled legs could take him. He was already long gone before his words registered with the others. 

“No fair!” Kevin howled. “You got a head start!”

Marty didn’t slow down, even as he cast his friends a sly grin over his shoulder. 

“You snooze, you lose,” he taunted, disappearing around the corner toward the beach. The rest of the group knew where he was headed—Sandstone Beach. It was where they’d been meeting every day since summer break had started.  

“He always does this,” Jeff muttered, joining Kevin’s side as they raced forward. Kevin gave Jeff a small smirk as he, too, looked back at their last remaining companion who struggled behind them. 

“At least we’re not as slow as Robbie,” he laughed loudly enough that Robbie could hear clearly. 

“I heard that!” Robbie huffed, his glasses slipping over his nose. He tried desperately to keep up the pace but as always, he fell behind. “You guys always cheat.”

He complained but the truth was, Robbie was just slower by nature. Marty was the biggest in their group, followed by Kevin and then Jeff. Robbie was far too skinny to put up any real competition in any matter, even if he was somewhat smarter than his friends. 

But in Grade Nine, no one cared about being smart. 

In less than five minutes, all four boys were gathered at their usual spot near the water, struggling to catch their collective breaths.  Marty pretended that the race had taken nothing out of him but he wasn’t fooling anyone. 

The sun had slipped low on the horizon, announcing that it would soon be dinner time, the streets lights coming on to dictate their evening curfew. Yet supper was the last thing on any of their minds as they dumped the contents of their knapsacks onto the sand. 

“Hang on!” Robbie gasped in disbelief at the display. “You’re going to get sand in the new Spiderman!” 

“Who cares about Spiderman?” Marty muttered. “If were talking about Havok and Wolverine, I might be more careful.”

Robbie’s scowl deepened and he adjusted his glasses over his nose, shaking his head. 

“You guys don’t deserve any of these books,” he mumbled sullenly. “You have no appreciation for them.”

“Oh shut up, nerd,” Jeff laughed, punching his friend in the arm. “We appreciate them just as much as you do. You don’t love them any more than we do.”

“Doesn’t look like it,” Robbie retorted, pointing accusingly at the pile on the sand. 

“We bought them, didn’t we?” Kevin countered. “I wanted to see Short Circuit 2 this weekend but I just spent all my allowance on this Silver Surfer.”

“Short Circuit 2 won’t be anything as good as the first,” Marty told the group with smug arrogance. “Sequels never are. You should save your money and see Die Hard when it comes out next month. Bruce Willis is so rad.”

“He doesn’t care about the movie,” Jeff snickered. “He just wanted to make out with Stephanie McKnight.”

Kevin blushed furiously and glared at Jeff. 

“Shut up! I do not!” he yelled with too much defiance. He hated how well his cousin knew him. 

“You should save yourself the heartbreak, dude. It’s never going to happen with you and Steph. Randy Collins is already—”

“Shut up!” Kevin howled again, covering his ears with his hands to block them out. “You guys don’t know what the hell you’re talking about.”

“Ooooh...” the others chanted. “Kev’s getting mad. Kev’s getting mad.”

“You guys are such losers,” Kevin snapped, reaching down to reclaim his books from the ground. “I don’t know why I hang out with you.”

“Because we’re the ones who put up with you,” Robbie replied smugly. Kevin could tell he was happy that he wasn’t the one being picked on for once. 

“I gotta go,” Kevin muttered, stuffing his comics back into knapsack. He turned to Jeff and raised an eyebrow. “You better come too before your mom calls my mom.”

Jeff’s smile faded and he grimaced. He knew Kevin had a valid point. 

“I hate this town,” he mumbled, also retrieving his newly purchased goods. “Everyone knows everyone else’s business.”

“It doesn’t help that you’re related,” Robbie laughed and the cousins rolled their eyes, climbing back onto their bikes. 

“Isn’t everyone a cousin in Easterbrook?” Kevin countered and the others laughed. It was a running joke that their small town was too small, particularly for four growing boys who longed for adventure and change. In their own ways, they had ambitions to leave Easterbrook and see the world but no one ever told them that once upon a time, their fathers had felt the very same way. 

Readjusting the backpacks on their backs, Kevin and Jeff rode off toward the center of town, leaving Robbie and Marty to stare at one another. They were silent for a long moment, almost uncomfortably until Marty finally spoke. 

“I guess I should be getting home too,” Marty sighed, disappointed now that his audience was gone. He considered himself the leader of their small pack and with only Robbie to entertain, he was feeling defeated. Robbie was easy to amuse. He was their resident nerd. 

“Hey, are we still doing the horror flick fest at my place on Saturday?” Robbie asked hopefully. Marty could see the smaller boy didn’t want to go home yet and a flicker of guilt touched him. 

It was no secret that the Harrison’s home life was tumultuous most nights, Robbie’s father infamously known as the town drunk and his mother, a recluse. Marty wasn’t sure he wanted to have a sleepover at the Harrison’s, especially when there was no rhyme or reason to how Robbie’s parents would act. There wasn’t a danger, per se but it was always tense and Marty would have rather had a sleepover at Kevin or Jeff’s. 

“We’ll be in the basement,” Robbie pleaded, sensing Marty’s reluctance. “No one will bother us and I already got The Shining, Nightmare on Elm Street and Hellraiser.”

Marty’s eyes widened with interest. 

“You did?” he asked. “How did you manage that? They’re all restricted.”

“Ricky brought them home from the video store,” he explained. “I had to do half his chores for the next month but it will be worth it.”

Marty nodded in approval. It was handy having a friend with an older brother who worked at Blockbuster, even if they had to wait a year for new releases sometimes. It was less risky than sneaking into the R rated movies at the theater. 

How bad can it be? We’ll be watching movies. 

“Fine,” Marty agreed, pulling his bike up. “We’ll be there.”

Robbie looked at him hopefully, his eyes wide behind his glasses. 

“You think Kevin and Jeff will come too?” he asked. 

“I’ll make sure they do,” Marty replied with confidence he had no business displaying. He knew he shouldn’t speak for the others but he didn’t care. Marty smiled at him warmly. 

“Thanks, Marty,” he said quietly. “I owe you.”

Marty smirked slightly and shook his head. 

“Just make sure we’re not bothered,” he concluded, waving as he rode away.

~ ~ ~

“Your school called,” Mr. Jacobs said without looking up from his plate. “You skipped last Tuesday. 

Kevin’s heart skipped a beat and he began to shake his head in denial. He hadn’t expected that they would bother when it was so close to summer break.  He idly wondered why his parents hadn’t mentioned it sooner, now that school had been out since last Friday. 

“Uh, no I didn’t,” he fibbed. “They must have made a mistake.”

There’s no one there in the summer, right? They can’t call and confirm that, can they?

He hoped not. 

“Don’t lie, Kevin,” his mother chided. “Where were you?”

Kevin blushed, remembering how he and Stephanie had snuck off into the upper fields to listen to his new Walkman. They hadn’t made out but Kevin could tell that he was getting somewhere with her. 

If only Randy Collins would stay out of our way. 

“I-I wasn’t feeling well,” he began but his father held up a hand. 

“Lies, Kevin,” he interjected, still not raising his head from the plate. “Where were you really?”

“Kevin has a girlfriend!” Cassie chirped from her chair, grinning wickedly at her big brother. 

“Shut up, Cassie! You don’t know anything!” he choked at the unexpecting announcement. Cassie’s grin only widened and she shook her head. 

“He does! Jeff told me.”

“What?!” The Jacobs screeched in unison. 

“I do not!” Kevin howled, his face stained red with embarrassment. “I—”

“You’re fourteen years old,” Mrs. Jacobs interrupted. “You are too young to start dating, Kevin.”

“Her name is Stephanie McKnight,” Cassie continued and Kevin resisted the urge to throttle his ten-year-old sister. “And she has another boyfriend.”

“Oh my Lord,” Mrs. Jacobs sighed, falling back in her chair to stare at her husband. “Can you believe this, Tom?” 

Mr. Jacobs finally looked up and Kevin saw a glint of approval in his eyes and Kevin felt a flash of hope. Maybe he wouldn’t be in trouble after all.  

“Well, you were twelve when I met you,” Mr. Jacob’s reminded Kevin’s mother. Lucy gaped at him.

“We didn’t start dating until I was sixteen!” Mrs. Jacobs protested. “And I—”

The shrill sound of the phone ringing cut her off and Kevin’s parents exchanged an annoyed look. 

“It’s dinnertime,” Mrs. Jacobs muttered, shaking her head. “I bet it’s a telemarketer. It makes me long for the days of door-to-door salesmen. At least they had the good manners not to bother families at this hour. This world is going to hell in a handbasket when families can’t sit down to dinner without interruptions anymore.”

“Just ignore it, Dear,” Mr. Jacobs said in his nonchalant way. 

Finally, the machine picked up and Mrs. Jacob’s voice filled the dining room. 

“Hello! You’ve reached the Jacobs. No one is available to take your call but if you please leave a message, time you called and reason for your call, we will return you call as soon as possible. Thank you and have a nice day. Beep!” 

“Lucy, it’s Barb. Pick up if you’re there!” 

The family looked toward the machine with mild concern at the urgent sound of Barbara Manning’s tone. 

Mrs. Jacobs rose, tossing her napkin onto the plate and hurried to pick the phone off the cradle in the kitchen. As she spoke, the machine continued to record, allowing the family to hear both sides of the conversation. 

“Barb, what’s wrong?” 

Slowly, Kevin put his fork down, concern for his cousin flooding him suddenly. It was abnormal for his aunt to interrupt dinner and the panic in her voice was real. 

“Have you heard?” Kevin’s aunt demanded. “Have you heard what happened?”

“Heard what? What’s going on?” Mrs. Jacob’s demanded, her own voice raising an octave as she spoke. The tension in the room was almost palpable as everyone looked about uncertainly. 

“They found a body in the woods, near Sandstone Beach,” Barb cried and Kevin felt his stomach drop. “Near where the boys always play.”

“A what?” Lucy gasped even though Kevin knew she’d heard just fine. “W-what do you mean?”

“The body of a boy,” Aunt Barb continued. “They’re saying he’s close to Jeff and Kevin’s age but I don’t know who it is yet.”

“Oh my Lord,” Mrs. Jacobs choked. “What happened to him?”

“I don’t know all the details yet but they’re claiming it’s murder.”

Kevin felt the blood drain out of his face. 

A murder of a boy in Easterbrook? That’s unheard of. 

“Do you know where your children are?” Barb choked and Kevin jumped to his feet. 

“They’re here. Kevin and Cassie are here,” Mrs. Jacobs breathed. “I trust Jeffery is home too?”

“Of course,” Barb replied, her words filled with relief. “And he’s not going anywhere until we know what’s happening.”

But Kevin was already out the door, despite his father’s cries to stop. Jeff was accounted for but what about his other friends? 

~ ~ ~

Marty, Robbie, Jeff and Kevin exhaled in a whoosh of breath when they saw one another. 

“This has to be a mistake,” Marty muttered. “Murders don’t happen in Easterbrook.”

“Are you sure your mom knows what she’s talking about, Jeff?” Robbie asked. “I haven’t heard or seen anything.”

“It’s late,” Jeff countered, seeming insulted that his mother’s words were being questioned. “We’ll probably hear about it in the paper tomorrow morning.”

“Who do you think got killed?” Kevin asked. “It has to be someone we know.”

“Of course it’s someone we know,” Marty scoffed. “Everyone knows everyone.”

“We should go home and start making phone calls to everyone at school,” Robbie suggested but the others ignored him. 

“Do you think there’s a serial killer?” Jeff asked, his brows raising. “Like Jason Voorhees?”

“Life is not a horror flick, Jeffery,” Marty said scornfully. “It might have been an accident.”

“We really should get back home,” Kevin said suddenly, remembering how he’d left his house abruptly. He was sure his parents would be worried. 

“Good idea,” Robbie agreed, spinning to leave their clubhouse on the edge of the ravine, near his own house. 

“Call if you find out anything else!” Marty called out to him as he disappeared. The cousins looked at the leader of their group with some helplessness. 

“He wants us to go to his house and watch horror movies on Saturday,” Marty informed them. Jeff and Kevin exchanged a look. 

“Uh, don’t you remember what happened last time?” Jeff said. “His dad started yelling at his mom and—”

“We all remember,” Kevin interjected. He didn’t want to replay the events in his mind. He’d never known anyone with a temper as bad as Mr. Harrison and he didn’t want to see it again. 

“Robbie promised that we won’t be bothered and he already got Ricky to get us a whole bunch of good movies,” Marty pressed. “I’m going, even if you won’t.”

The underlying threat was implied and again, the cousins eyed one another. They didn’t want to get on Marty’s bad side. 

“It’s two days away,” Jeff offered quickly. “We’ll let you know.”

“Yeah,” Kevin agreed, grateful for his cousin’s out. “We might not be allowed now that there’s a murderer on the loose.”

Marty snorted. 

“Nice cop out,” he snickered. “But it’s not going to work. You’ll see, this will all prove to be nothing.”

But even as he spoke, Marty had a feeling that he was wrong. 

~ ~ ~

On Friday morning, Jeff had a hard time leaving the house. 

“No!” His mother cried. “You can’t go anywhere while there’s a murderer on the loose!” 

“Aw, Mom, come on!” he grumbled. “I’m just going over to Kev’s.”

Barbara Manning eyed her son warily. 

“Only to Kevin’s,” she said firmly, folding her arms over her chest. “Don’t go anywhere near Sandstone beach.”

Jeff nodded but he knew that was exactly where he and the others were headed. The morning paper had had little to say about the body found in the woods, just that there had been one and foul play was suspected. He hadn’t spoken to his friends yet but Jeff knew they would be eager to check out the scene. 

“Promise me, Jeffery,” Barb insisted. 

“Okay, Mom,” he mumbled, averting his eyes. 

“Jeffery!”

“OKAY!” he growled, jerking his head to up meet her steadfast gaze. He could plainly read the doubt in her eyes but she reluctantly permitted him to go. 

“Be back by—”

“The time the streetlights come on,” he finished, grabbing his bag and heading out the front door to where his bike was laying on the grass from the previous evening. 

It was barely nine o’clock but all the kids had ventured out. Jeff noticed that there seemed to be fewer than usual and he realized that they were being held inside that day. 

A murder in Easterbrook is weird, he thought to himself as he made his way toward his cousin’s house. 

Robbie and Marty were already there when he laid his bicycle on the driveway and scampered into the backyard. They were deep in conversation. 

“...go and check it out,” Marty was saying but Robbie shook his head vehemently. 

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” he mumbled. “We should just stay close to the house.”

“Finally!” Kevin growled when he saw his cousin. “Did you sleep in?”

“It is the summer,” Jeff reminded him. “Are we going to the beach?”

Robbie shook his head with more force but Marty nodded. 

“I’m going,” he said haughtily, giving Robbie a meaningful look. “And if you want us to go to your house tomorrow night, I think you should come too.”

Robbie’s face paled at the threat.

“Oh come on,” he moaned. “Can’t we just play Nintendo—”

“It’s eighty-five degrees,” Kevin snapped. “We’re not sitting inside playing video games all day.”

“I’m going,” Jeff said confidently, swaying his cousin who had been straddling the fence and in the end, they all reclaimed their bikes to head out toward the scene of the crime. 

“We probably won’t even get near there,” Robbie groaned. “There will be police all over the place.”

“You watch too much Columbo,” Marty teased. “It’s not like that in real life.”

Robbie didn’t answer but through his peripheral vision, Jeff saw his lower lip drop. A twinge of guilt passed through him but he shoved it away. He was just as eager to go as Marty, even if Kevin and Robbie were reluctant. 

Kevin’s parents were at work, his sister at camp and there was no one to stop them. 

“Last one there is a dirty, rotten egg!” Marty yelled, speeding away. 

~ ~ ~

As Robbie had predicted, the scene was blocked off with yellow crime scene tape and while there weren’t dozens of people lingering about, two uniformed police officers held vigil over the spot in the woods where the body had been located. 

“Hey!” One of the policemen growled. “You kids shouldn’t be here.”

Marty crossed his arms defiantly and nodded toward the adult onlookers. 

“I don’t see you giving them a hard time,” he retorted. The cop’s eyes narrowed and he leaned forward. 

“Aren’t you kids supposed to be in school or something?”

Jeff snorted. 

“It’s summer,” he reminded the cop and even his partner laughed. 

“You really do need to work on getting married and having kids, Makinski,” he chuckled. The original policeman’s eyes became slits. 

“Why would I want to do that when little boys get ripped to shreds around here?” he asked cruelly. The group inhaled sharply, their own eyes becoming saucers as they stared at him. 

“W-what do you mean?” Marty asked, finding his voice first. “What do you mean, ripped to shreds?” 

“Carl...” the older cop lost his smile and scowled at his partner but Officer Makinski leaned in closer to jeer at the boys. 

“This kid we found was in pieces,” he explained coldly. “Some kind of animal got to him and tore his throat clean out.”

Jeff felt nausea rock his gut and inadvertently, he stepped back. 

“Carl!” there was no humor in the senior cop’s tone. “That’s enough!” 

Carl shrugged and backed off, a smirk toying on his lips. 

“So maybe you should run along, boys, before the same thing happens to you.”

They didn’t need to be told a second time and in unison, they moved away from the crime scene tape. 

“He was just trying to scare us,” Marty said but there was none of his usual confidence in his voice. “There aren’t any bears around here.”

“He didn’t say it was a bear,” Robbie muttered, his own tone barely above a whisper. Distracted, they had wandered further into the woods, not back toward the beach where they’d left their bikes but no one seemed to notice. 

“What other kind of animal could rip a kid apart?” Marty countered. He sounded angry at being contradicted. 

“Coyote?” Jeff volunteered. 

“Wolf?” Kevin offered. 

They all stopped
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