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  Top Five Reasons I Admire the Hell Out of Tim Waggoner


  Michael A. Arnzen


  1. HE GOES THERE


  Ever been in a NYC taxicab? The drivers barrel through narrow roadways, cut across traffic, and generally bob and weave with the devil. You tumble around in the back seat, holding on for your very life—a life you place in the hands of your bizarrely proficient driver. When I’m in a NYC taxicab, I pretend I’m on a roller coaster, and try not to think about the room for human error—instead, I imagine the cab drivers are superhuman in their navigational control and that their stunt-driving skills could put the entire Andretti family to shame.


  That’s sort of how I think of Tim Waggoner, when he’s behind the wheel of a story. He takes me places my brain doesn’t necessarily want to go. No: he barrels right into them. And I hold on for stability, knowing I’m going to be disturbed… and loving every minute of the ride. Because it IS one helluva ride. It’s not just the ideas he imagines, which never fail to astound. It’s his prose style. It makes me want to keep reading. And it always delivers with surprise, emotional gut-punches, and flair. I admire the hell out of Tim Waggoner because he tells inventive fiction inventively, and blows my mind every time.


  2. HE IS PRESCIENT


  Since I write horror stories myself, whenever I read them, I always get sucked into this guessing game, where I am matching wits with the author. I do it sort of the same way an obnoxious mystery novel fan might do it, trying to outsmart the author in their clever little “whodunit” games. But when I read horror fiction, I am following the plot logic and paying attention to the foreshadowing, and trying to see if I can figure out how the author is trying to sneak up on me and twist my head around.


  I always lose this game when I read Tim Waggoner. His writing is always one or two steps ahead of me, and I never see what’s coming before it’s too late. Especially in his endings. And I LOVE that. I prefer to lose these stupid matchwit games I play. It means the writer is good. He knows that there are people out there who read stories straight and others who read them askew, and he deftly outsmarts them both. To call him a “writer’s writer” is a bit of a reduction, because he’s more than that. He’s just a great writer, period. This comes from being very well read in the genre and from sustaining a long career (which he has, and he deserves far more cred for this than I think he gets). But he might just be prescient, too. Perhaps, beyond any given story, he might even be ahead of his time. I admire the hell out of Tim Waggoner because he never takes the easy way out, and because he shows us all how we might be guilty of it…urging us to think beyond our own horizons. Good fiction does that, and Tim’s fiction is damned good.


  3. HE PUTS THE “SUR” IN SURREALISM


  If you look over his publishing history, you’ll see that Tim Waggoner has not only been publishing in quality markets for a very long time, but has also been publishing in diverse realms—from media tie-in books related to everything from Freddy Krueger movies to the Supernatural TV series to vintage video games (yes, he’s written a Defender novel!)—to flash fiction (he appears alongside me in a few of those 100 X Little Y anthos from Barnes and Noble, for instance) to articles about writing and alternative history tales about the Civil War to bizarro erotica to…oh, I give up. He does it ALL. And he does it professionally. The proof is in the pudding, but I also suspect he’s on a few editors’ speed dials, because he is a VERY productive writer, clearly capable of cranking it out and meeting deadlines better than I can.


  But I also think I’m a lot like Tim. We’re sympatico. Not just because we both predominantly write horror fiction and have a high affection for the short story, but because we both write for diverse markets and genres and don’t put any stock in the idea that a writer has to brand himself by reducing himself to one single pony show. WRITING is what we do, filtered through our weird-colored glasses. But with most writers who do it all, sometimes uninformed readers and even worsely uninformed publicity agents for publishing houses don’t know where the heck to “place” us.


  But the truth is, they simply aren’t paying any attention. Read a small sampling of his work—like you will in this wonderful book—and you’ll see his signature style foment before your eyes.


  What distinguishes Tim Waggoner from other writers? His penchant for surrealism. Tim is one of the few writers who is able to merge the setting of a story with the psychological geography of a dream. He gets so deep into the heads of his characters that you slip right inside along with them…and come as close to experiencing a waking dream—sometimes nirvana…sometimes madness—as is possible in fiction. He is working in the tradition of the French Decadents, and we’re lucky to have writers like Tim still with us today. Even when he’s telling a relatively straightforward tale, the surreal is there on the edges of everything. I admire the hell out of Tim Waggoner because he puts the “sur” in surrealism, and he’s able to get away with it in the popular marketplace for fiction today.


  4. HE’S A GREAT TEACHER


  One of my fond early memories of Tim Waggoner is sitting in a workshop he taught at a Horror Writers Association weekend long ago. I got to see the side of Tim that his students get to see at the college where he teaches in Ohio. He was relaxed and eager to help everyone out…and he knew what the hell he was talking about. This was shortly after I myself had started teaching fiction writing, and I remember finding a kindred spirit in Tim at that moment. I asked him if I could have copies of his handouts, and he gladly provided. He remains one of the few other folks in the HWA who are educators as much as they are thrill-meisters…and so when opening came up for an adjunct in horror at our MFA program in Writing Popular Fiction at Seton Hill University, I put his name forward right away as a possible hire. He’s still with us, and his students adore him. They ought to call themselves “Timinions” if they don’t already. His insights save novels. But he isn’t just teaching to make a buck; he teaches because he loves to talk shop, like all genre writers who are fans first do. He is a very generous person, eager to help others become better writers, because he is very secure in his own talents, and sees the potential inside others. Read some of his “how to” articles about the craft of writing and you’ll hear his patient, wise voice. I admire the hell out of Tim Waggoner because he just loves the genre so much that he’s eager to share his passion with others. He realizes that the genres we write in are kept alive by community—not competition—and that once you succeed you have an obligation to help others grow if you want your genre to live on. We’re all in hell together, after all.


  Or maybe we’re just in his hellworld, once we’ve read one of his books. This collection, in particular, has a lot of lessons to teach. It’s also a very sick book, with lots of nasty moments, from encounters with a different kind of god to a peculiar rodent with a message to tell. You’ll go from the graveyard to the grindhouse in Bone Whispers, and you’ll see what I’m talking about: Tim pushes the genre envelope quite a bit and has lots of fun along the way, but he also tells a good story first and foremost. As I said way up above, Tim “goes there” in his fiction, but he never lets go of the story.


  5. HE’S A SWELL GUY


  Tim is going to take you to some very dark and dirty places in this collection, but you can trust him. He’s a swell guy. It’s obvious by now, isn’t it? Tim does it all, and he does it passionately. But he’s also just a genuinely good human being. Whenever I see him, he smiles and offers a hug. But usually the first thing he does is get an earnest look on his face and ask: “How is it going?” He cares about his comrades. He cares about his readers, too. You can tell from his writing: he puts the readers’ needs first. His care comes through. That’s why books like this are such a pleasure to read…even if they are out to get you.


  The best horror writers I know are not “Evil” Knievels—masochistic daredevils—and they’re not Snarky DeSades—sadistic snobs—either. Instead, they’re good human beings—generous, caring people like Tim Waggoner. There’s a timeworn belief that horror writers are nice people because they purge all the ugly stuff that’s inside of them through their writing…making us some of the most well-adjusted folks you’ll ever meet. I believe that’s true. We get to have waking nightmares in our fiction and the bogeymen of everyday life are nothing but a joke after that. That’s why we read this stuff, maybe, too. But there’s something else about the VERY good writers that make them so nice. They’ve suffered. They’ve been to the dark side, seen it, and lived (usually scarred) to tell the tale. They’ve earned the right to talk about it, and you can hear their wisdom in their voice and their sure-handed storytelling. Writers like Tim want to disturb you, but they realize the serious business behind all this weirdness we write about. Reading Tim Waggoner you get the sense that he is both unleashing the beast and also very aware that the beast is a very dangerous one…and you trust he’s got it tamed, even if it bites you on the throat. We’re lucky to have this book, which is like a crazy zoo. I admire the hell out of Tim Waggoner because he’s a beast-tamer par excellence, as Bone Whispers will prove.


  But all this is moot and very personal. You don’t need to know why I admire the hell out of Tim Waggoner anymore. You will admire the hell out of Tim Waggoner because of this collection. It shows him at his very best, and it is living testimony to his merit. You’ll probably agree with me that this is among the best works of horrific fantasy you’ve come across in a long while—a book that contains more amazing surprises and deeper head trips than you might be expecting if you just opened the cover. You’ve unleashed something here. It’s whispering shh-shh-shh. Better go tend to it.


  —Michael A. Arnzen


  Pittsburgh, April 2013


  Thou Art God


  You’re working on your laptop at a window-side table in a downtown coffee shop when you see the woman in the brown coat outside. She walks past the window where you’re sitting, and you have a perfect view of her. She looks to be in her fifties, face weathered and careworn, hair short and straight, the brunette color a shade too bright. You figure it for a bad dye job. Her left cheek is swollen and misshapen, as if something’s wrong with the bone underneath, and her right arm is folded to her side, elbow bent, hand jiggling as she walks. She limps as she pushes an empty baby stroller before her, its colors washed out and nearly bleached white, as if it’s been left outside too long.


  And that’s the moment you know.


  For the last half hour you’ve been sipping coffee with two shots of caramel flavor while working on client invoices. You could’ve done it at the office, but you were so sick of staring at those four damn walls that you just had to get out. As you typed on your laptop, you wondered for perhaps the thousandth time if this was why you studied your ass off in law school—so you can input numbers into a computer like a trained monkey.


  But now you know, and you stand and walk toward the door. Other customers look up as you push it open and step outside, and you feel their gazes follow you. You step in front of the woman, and for a moment you think that she’s going to keep coming until she bumps the stroller into your legs. But then her eyes focus on you, and she stops, startled.


  “Wha u wan?”


  Her speech is slurred, and on any other day you’d struggle to understand what she said. But not today.


  “Just to touch you.”


  You reach out and brush your index finger against her swollen cheek. Your flesh barely comes in contact with hers, but you can feel the cheek is hard and cold as marble. There is no flash of light, no crack of thunder, no special effects showing how her flesh melts and rearranges. One instant her cheek is swollen, the next it isn’t. She straightens her arm, flexes it a couple times, wiggles the fingers and looks at them with wonder, as if she’s not quite sure what they are.


  She looks down at the stroller and frowns.


  “Why in the world was I pushing that? I don’t have any children.” Her voice is clear, her diction crisp and distinct.


  “Does it matter?” you ask.


  She considers for a moment, as if you’ve just asked a profound question. “No, I suppose it doesn’t.” She smiles and you step aside. She continues down the sidewalk, her gait smooth, almost graceful. Part of you is astonished by what’s just occurred, but to another part of you, the woman’s transformation seems like the most natural thing in the world.


  You watch her go, wondering what lies ahead of her now. You could know if you wanted to. Her entire future could be laid out in front of you as easily as you take your next breath, but you decide not to pry. It doesn’t seem polite.


  You go back inside, and discover everyone is still looking at you. Business people in suits who up until a minute ago had talked shop, college students who’d pretended to study while texting friends or surfing the Web, pierced and tatted baristas who’d served coffee with memorized patter and frozen smiles, mothers who’d gossiped about their husbands, kids, and each other while their babies-in-tow nibbled gooey biter biscuits. And even those little ones are looking at you, sticky-moist treats clutched tight in tiny hands. Everyone is silent, faces grim, gazes penetrating. Some of them must’ve witnessed what happened outside, but no one rushes over to ask you how you did it, no one cries out, It’s a miracle! They just stare at you, and although you wonder what’s going on behind their eyes, you’re surprised to discover you don’t know, can’t know, even though you really want to. It seems you still have some limits after all.


  The silent scrutiny unnerves you, and you close your laptop, slide it into its case, tuck it beneath your arm, and start toward the rear door. You parked out back today, and although you don’t relish walking through the coffee shop—past all those eyes—you can’t bring yourself to stay any longer. Heads swivel to track you as you depart, and you pick up your pace. You push open the door and go outside, forcing yourself not to run.


  You head across the parking lot to your Lexus. It used to be your favorite toy, a tangible symbol of your success—or as your ex-wife would say, a stereotypical symptom of male midlife crisis. But now it’s just a hunk of metal that can take you away from here, Point A, to a Point B that’s yet to be determined. It doesn’t really matter where you go—you just want to put some distance between yourself and this place.


  You feel a crawling sensation on the back of your neck. You glance over your shoulder, and you see the coffee shop’s customers and staff have followed you outside. Their faces still show no expression as they come walking toward you, but you sense strong emotion rolling off of them. Not hostility exactly, but an intensity, one that’s growing.


  You take your keys out of your pants pocket and thumb the remote to unlock your car. You feel an impulse to run to the Lexus, but you restrain yourself. Partially because you don’t want to look as if you’re overreacting, but mostly because you fear than any sudden movement you make will set the crowd off, and they’ll come racing toward you en masse, their eerie composure broken as they howl for your blood.


  As you reach your car and open the driver’s-side door, you think this is ridiculous. There’s no reason for you to flee. All you did was have an epiphany, and what you now know is a wonderful thing. A beautiful thing. Why would anyone wish you harm for that?


  You turn toward the crowd and see they’re much closer now, and while they haven’t started running yet, they’re walking much faster.


  You grope for words to explain what you now know, and what comes out of your mouth is a simple, succinct phrase.


  “Thou art God,” you say.


  The crowd stops. They look at you for a long moment, and then they speak more or less in unison.


  “We know—now. And that’s the problem.”


  They start moving forward again, and fear surges in your gut. You healed the woman in the brown coat, and with your newfound abilities, you could defend yourself from the crowd if necessary. Then again, if they truly know what you know, can do what you can do …


  You drop your laptop to the ground, and as soon as if leaves your hand, it leaves your thoughts. Work is the furthest thing from your mind right now. You get in the car, slam the door, jam the key in the ignition, and turn it. The engine rumbles to life as the crowd surges forward, and you can feel their power building, like the electric charge in the air before a thunderstorm. You put the Lexus in reverse, back out of your space, slam it into drive, and peel out of there. You look in the rearview mirror as you race away, and you see the crowd following at a run. But they don’t follow for long. By ones and twos they stop running until they’re all just standing still again, watching you go with their impassive gazes.


  As you pull onto the street, you release a shaky breath, and you struggle to understand what just happened. A universe of new information churns in your mind, but your brain is still that of an ordinary human, and trying to sift through the infinite data is like trying to drink an ocean through a straw. You drive randomly, heading in the general direction of your office, but not really intending to return to work today, and probably not ever. You think back to what the crowd said in its single voice.


  We know—now. That’s the problem.


  How could knowing the truth be a bad thing? You know the answer to the question human beings have been grappling with since they first became capable of conceiving the notion that there might be something bigger than themselves, something more to existence than simple survival and procreation. You understand the true nature of God.


  How it happened, why it happened, you don’t know. Sometimes it just does. You should feel exhilarated, ecstatic, should want to share the good news with the entire world. But if the crowd back at the coffee shop is any indication, people don’t want to know. And it seems that they don’t want you to know, either. But it’s not like you told them, not like you made them know. You just healed the woman in the brown coat, and when you went back inside, they just knew—as if their mere proximity to your little miracle was enough to jumpstart their own epiphanies, But if that’s the case, why did they react so differently than you? They didn’t stand up and go off in search of miracles to perform. They came after you, and who knows what they would’ve done if they’d caught you?


  Actually, you have a pretty good idea what they’d have done: nail you to the nearest tree. It’s not like it hasn’t happened before. But why?


  You’re so caught up in your thoughts that you don’t realize you’re approaching a stoplight. The light’s red and there’s a line of vehicles waiting for it to turn green. The last car in line is a red Volkswagen with a personalized plate that reads LUVBUG1. You come flying up on it way too fast, and when you realize what’s about to happen, it’s too late. You stomp on the brake but although your tires squeal as they attempt to grip the asphalt, you slam into the back of the VW with undiminished speed.


  Thoughts flash through your mind with such rapidity, as if time is standing still. There’s a mother and baby in there, you think, and you can almost see them. The look of panic-stricken terror on the woman’s face, the baby’s doughy features scrunched up, mouth opened to wail. Then time starts moving again, and you hear the sickening sound of crumpling metal and shattering glass—


  —and then you blink and you’re sitting behind LUVBUG1, three feet of space between you, both of your vehicles whole and undamaged. You can picture the mother and her child as clearly as if their car is made of glass. She’s texting on her phone, unharmed, unconcerned, her baby in the back, nestled in his car seat, sleeping peacefully. But then the mother looks up, puts the VW in park, tosses her phone onto the passenger seat, and steps out of the car. The baby’s awake now, and although he remains buckled in his car seat, his eyes are wide open, his soft features formed into an impassive mask.


  You see the mother with your eyes now. She’s standing outside her car, looking at you. She’s soon joined by the other drivers and passengers in line. Men, women, a few children. You look around, and you see that all traffic in the vicinity has stopped, and everyone is getting out of their vehicles. They’re all looking at you, all wearing the same emotionless expression that the people back at the coffee shop wore.


  It’s quiet, deathly still—and don’t you just hate that phrase now? You realize that you can no longer hear the sound of traffic, any traffic, in the area. You stretch out your senses, and you become aware that vehicles for miles in every direction have stopped, and the people inside have stepped out. All of them with strange non-expressions on their faces, all of them facing toward you, and you can feel that, despite the distance that separates you, they can see you just fine. You sense that the number of those touched by knowledge, who now understand the true nature of God, is growing, as if this awareness is contagious, a divine virus passing swiftly from one person to another, ignorance toppling like row upon row of dominoes. How many now know? Hundreds? Thousands?


  You fix your attention on the driver of LUVBUG1, and you speak to her, sensing that whatever she hears, all will hear.


  “It’s good to know. We can do anything, make anything, be anything! Don’t you see? We don’t have to live like this anymore!” You slap your hand against your chest for emphasis. “We don’t have to be imprisoned in cages of meat. We can be free. Truly, absolutely free.”


  The woman stops and regards you for a moment. When she speaks, she speaks alone, but you know she’s speaking for all of them, all the people who’ve gotten out of their vehicles, stepped outside of businesses where they were working or shopping. All who, like you, now know.


  “Absolute freedom is Hell,” she says.


  She continues toward you, as does everyone else, and they all speak now, saying a single word in unison, repeating it over and over as they come.


  “Forget… forget… forget…”


  A warm flush of panic washes over you. You might be God—or part of God, at least—but so is every one of them. You don’t see how you can hope to stand against them, not all of them, not as long as they act as One, and your reaction to this realization is far more human than godlike.


  You run.


  You dash across the street into the parking lot of a shopping center. There’s a Wal-Mart, a PetSmart, a Subway, and a half-dozen other businesses. And from each one people walk forth, exiting the buildings in droves, all of them expressionless, all heading toward you. People who were getting into or out of their vehicles as they went about their errands have—like the drivers on the road—abandoned their cars and minivans and joined the throng. Men, women, children, all ages and ethnicities, united in their single-minded drive to reach you. All speaking at normal volume, all repeating the exhortation for you to forget, forget, forget, their combined voices making the word into an echoing refrain that seems loud enough to shake the very foundations of the world.


  You stop in the middle of the lot. You’re surrounded. You have nowhere to go, and the others keep coming, not running, for they have no need to. The first of them will reach you in mere moments.


  The knowing is like a disease, you realize. You’re the carrier, and the others are like antibodies, God’s immune system activated and ready to do battle. Unless they’re the disease and you’re the cure. You were the first to know, and the only one who believes this to be good and right. Maybe it’s up to you to help the others, to make the scales drop from their eyes so they not only know the truth about God, but so they can see that truth for the wondrous gift it is.


  But how can you accomplish this before the others get hold of you, before they force you to forget—one way or the other—and afterward, presumably, choose to forget themselves?


  The circle of chanting others closes in around you, and those at the forefront raise their hands and reach for you, the tips of their fingers only a few feet away now and coming closer with each passing second.


  “Forget… forget… forget…”


  Then it comes to you. So far, only a relative handful of people on the planet have been “infected” by the knowing. But what if there was a critical mass of awareness on Earth? What if everyone knew?


  You close your eyes, reach out with your mind, and you broadcast a thought to every human throughout the world.


  Thou art God.


  Silence. No one speaks, no one moves.


  You open your eyes.


  Everyone is smiling, their gazes bright with newfound understanding. They turn to one another and begin speaking again, voices jubilant as they exchange greetings.


  “Thou art God!”


  Across the world, in myriad languages, each and every human expresses the same sentiment, acknowledging what they now know in the deepest parts of their being to be true. Those closest to you catch your eye and give you a nod, as if to say thank you. Your heart soars with joy, and you think that a new day is dawning for creation, that God—once slumbering, fragmented, incomplete—is now fully awake and whole again. What wonders will we work together? you ask yourself. What sort of paradise will we make of the universe?


  And as if the thought gives birth to the action, all of existence suddenly ceases to be, collapsing with all the rapidity of a bubble no longer able to sustain itself. One instant it’s there, the next gone. Everything becomes Onething, and that Onething is You.


  You dwell in light… are light: pristine, pure, perfect, endless. You’re complete for the first time in untold billions of years, and now that you are no longer bound by the physical limitations of a single human mind, you truly know everything. And in that knowing, you remember. Remember what it was like to be All, to be One …


  To be alone.


  And perfection, not to put too fine a point on it, is dull. Without limitations, without need, without variety, how can there be new ideas, new thoughts, new sensations, new experiences of any kind? Even God wants to grow, and you know you can’t do it like this. You remember when you were separate, just a single human who’d had an epiphany, and you remember what that one woman—the owner of LUVBUG1—said to you.


  Knowing is Hell.


  Indeed it is. But you can fix that. It’s simple, really. All you have to do, as the others tried to tell you, is forget. And once again, you speak the same words you did at the Beginning.


  Let there be dark.


  You’re working on your laptop at a window-side table in a downtown coffee shop, but this time, you don’t look up, and so you don’t see the woman in the brown coat pass by outside. You just keep typing, sipping coffee to keep yourself awake, and although you aren’t exactly thrilled to be doing mindless scut work, you tell yourself that really, it’s not so bad a life.


  Not so bad at all.


  Bone Whispers


  Kevin Blancmore slowed as he approached the old graveyard. It had been almost forty years since he’d been here last, and the place looked as if it hadn’t changed in the slightest during that time. It was not a thought that provided comfort.


  Kevin braked and pulled his Nissan Altima—on which he was two payments behind, not that it mattered anymore—onto the side of the road in front of the graveyard’s black wrought-iron gate. There was no parking lot—the graveyard predated the road by nearly a century, he guessed—and Kevin scarcely had enough room to get his car off the road. There wasn’t a lot of traffic out here in the country, and he doubted he’d have to worry about someone coming along too fast, not seeing his car, and broadsiding the damned thing. But even if they did, what did he care?


  Kevin turned off the engine and pulled the keys out of the ignition, but instead of getting out of his vehicle right away, he sat for a moment, staring out the windshield and listening to the car’s engine tick as it began to cool. He wasn’t sitting there because he was afraid, though he supposed he had good reason to be. And he wasn’t nervous, not even a little. He felt nothing, and that was the reason he sat behind the wheel of his car, hesitating. Considering what he had come here to do, or more to the point, to find, he should feel something. A moment like this… well, it was why the word momentous had been created, wasn’t it? It was potentially life-altering in the profoundest of ways and should be marked as such, if only inside his own heart. But just because he was aware that he should feel something didn’t mean he would. It seemed he was as dead inside as any of the graveyard’s residents, and all that remained was for the rest of him to catch up.


  He unlocked the driver’s-side door and climbed out of the car.


  The weather in Southwest Ohio in early June could range from cool and mild to hot and sweltering. But that was Ohio, where the weather changed as often as people’s minds. Unfortunately for Kevin, it felt more like mid-August, the air steamy, thick, and damp. Even worse, he still had on the suit he’d worn for Nancy’s graduation, and the instant he emerged from the Altima’s air-conditioned environment, sweat began beading on his forehead and pooling beneath his armpits. He considered leaving his jacket and tie in the car and rolling up his shirt sleeves, but even though he would be more physically comfortable, he decided against it. A momentous time like this called for a certain level of formality, so the suit would stay on and he’d just have to endure the discomfort. He could do that; after all, he’d had a lot of practice. An entire lifetime’s worth it seemed sometimes.


  Let’s have a pity party for Kevvy-wevvy, he thought. One, two, three—awwwww!


  Half amused and half disgusted at himself, Kevin walked across the uneven grass that covered the small strip of land in front of the graveyard—Looks like the county’s behind in their mowing—and stepped up to the gate. The graveyard was enclosed by a salmon-colored brick wall that measured five feet high, nine feet on either side of the gate and at the wall’s four corners where conical black-brick turrets pointed skyward. Kevin thought the graveyard’s designer must’ve been going for a somber yet dignified effect, and he couldn’t say the man had missed. The gate was in fact a pair, held shut by an ancient rusted padlock. Not locked, though. The padlock hung open on the gate, just as it had done during Kevin’s childhood. He wouldn’t have been surprised to learn that the padlock rested in the same exact position that it had then, untouched by hands all these long decades. Human hands, anyway.


  A metal plaque was bolted on the turret to the right of the entrance, its surface dingy, the letters worn some but still legible.


  QUAKER BRANCH MEMORIAL BURIAL GROUND


  EST. 1957


  Kevin knew the date referred to the construction of the wall. The graveyard itself was much older.


  He took hold of one of the gate’s bars, careful to grip a section where the black paint hadn’t flaked off too much—Didn’t come all the way here to get tetanus, he thought, almost smiling—and pushed. The gate resisted at first, the bottom edge digging into the ground, and he gave it a bit more muscle. Finally, the gate budged a few feet, giving him enough space to slide through, even with his less-than-modest gut. The gate hadn’t made a sound when it moved, no slow creaking or harsh grinding, and Kevin recalled that it had been similarly silent the last time he was here. Now, just like then, he was vaguely disappointed. A proper cemetery gate should open with some manner of sinister sound to establish the appropriate atmosphere.


  Once inside, he paused to look around. Large oak and elm trees bordered the outside of the graveyard, making it impossible to see what, if anything, lay beyond. There were no trees inside, no bushes, no greenery of any kind save grass. Just as outside, the grass was uneven, almost a foot high in some places, in others trimmed so close to the ground that bare patches of dry earth peeked through. There were a good number of gravestones, over a hundred, he estimated, and they were roughly divided into two even sections. On his left were the newer stones, dating from around the time the outer wall had been constructed. They were larger, more varied in type, and the legends engraved upon them were still readable. To Kevin’s right was what he thought of as the old section. Here the headstones were much smaller, set closer together, and more uniform in shape. They were colored either stony gray or chalk-white, their edges softened by the passage of one season after another and the elements’ less-than-tender ministrations. Kevin knew from previous experience that the inscriptions—those that remained legible, that is—were both simpler and somehow more elegant than those in the newer section. WILHEMINA MOTE, B. 1834, D. 1867. JACOB HOBBLIT, B. 1856, D. 1859. The birth and death dates were almost always closer together in that section, as well. Sometimes too close.


  Past the newer section, nestled against the graveyard’s east wall, sat a simple wooden building, its sides gray, boards fraying in places as if the structure had been fashioned from cloth instead of wood. Two windows were visible from this angle, a door set between them, a small plaque affixed to the right of the door. Kevin couldn’t make out the words from where he stood, but he didn’t need to. He knew what the plaque said, could recite it from memory. THIS BUILDING IS A REPLICA OF A QUAKER MEETING HOUSE THAT STOOD ACROSS THE STREET FROM 1803 TO 1849. ERECTED BY THE BOY SCOUTS OF AMERICA, ASH CREEK TROOP, 1962.


  The plaque didn’t mention the fate of the original meeting house, and Kevin had always wondered what had happened to it. Had it burned down? Or simply grown old and fallen apart? Happens to the best of us, he thought. The worst of us, too. He also wondered why the scouts had chosen to reconstruct it. It seemed like a rather morbid project to Kevin, but then he’d never been a Boy Scout. Maybe it had been a jolly good time for those young upstanding citizens-to-be. Or maybe it had just been one more damn thing to do to earn another meaningless badge.


  Looking at the meeting house—the replica, he reminded himself—Kevin experienced a flash of memory, so intense and visceral, for an instant it was as if he’d traveled back in time forty years. He was inside the meeting house, sitting with his back against the door, tears streaming down his cheeks. On the other side of the door was an excited snuffling accompanied by the sound of claws scratching against wood. From time to time there came a thump, both felt and heard, as something heavy shoved its body against the door in an attempt to force it open. And of course there were the sounds of his sobs and his plaintive whispered pleas. Go away, please go away …


  Kevin gave his head a single sharp shake to dispel the memory, but while it retreated, it didn’t go far. He felt moisture on his face, and he reached up and wiped it away, telling himself that it was only sweat and almost believing it.


  The memory reminded him, as if he needed to be reminded, that there was one part of the graveyard he had up to this point assiduously avoided looking at: straight down the middle, back against the south wall. It wouldn’t be here now, not after all this time. So there was no reason not to look, right?


  But the hole was still there, looking just as large as he remembered it. A three-foot circumference around which were scattered a number of old broken headstones, looking as if at some point they’d been flung forth from the hole and allowed to lay where they landed. And next to hole, sitting back on its hind legs and gnawing a length of bone held clutched in its front paws, was a groundhog the size of a sheep. The creature looked at Kevin with its glossy black eyes, completely unfazed by the human’s presence, regarding him impassively as it chewed on the bone, its teeth making soft shhh-shhh-shhh sounds.


  Up to this moment the air had been still, but now a breeze moved through the graveyard, causing the branches in the trees that surrounded the outer walls to sway. The soft rustling of their leaves sounded to Kevin’s ears like a chorus of whispering voices all saying the same thing.


  Welcome back.


  Kevin pedaled his bike faster, not caring that he couldn’t see the road clearly through the tears in his eyes. Maybe if he went fast enough, the wind he kicked up would dry them. Or maybe he’d
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