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Wolf Hollow is not like other towns. 

It gets what it needs.

Ben is a baby-faced serial killer who can charm his victims with a smile. But when he stumbles into Wolf Hollow to hide from the FBI, it’s the town that charms him and convinces him to stay.

Because Wolf Hollow gets what it needs, and it needs Ben.

It knows his secret.

Under cover of a brutal snowstorm, a bitter enemy returns to Wolf Hollow, hell-bent on revenge, resolved to wipe out the entire town and leave no survivors.

Only Ben has what it takes to stand in its way.

He is their only hope.

Because some evils can only be met by a greater evil.

The Whisper Killer
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“...evokes the small-town charms and coming of age tropes that are the hallmarks of Stephen King.”

— Horror Buzz

│

“Rod Little seems to have a firm grasp on what readers want on a deep psychological level. ...providing just the right measure of suspense.”

— Horror News Net

“A gut-wrenching thriller that keeps you on edge... the characters are eerie and all too real.”

— Top2040 Books

“...a setting that has a personality of its own.”

—Michael Thal, author and critic

“The Whisper Killer masterfully elicits a small town aura and atmosphere. The brilliantly realized characters shine through...” 

—Publishers Weekly
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​Part I – The Hollow
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“As long as midnight cloaks the earth

With shadows grim and stark,

God save us from the Judas kiss

Of a dead man in the dark.”

—  R. E. Howard, 

The Fearsome Touch of Death
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​Chapter 1
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In the small town of Wolf Hollow, Montana, Caleb Grieger lay in bed listening to his wife snore. Though barely audible, it sounded to him like helicopters attacking the house. He wanted to kill her. Not that he only wanted her dead, specifically; he wanted everyone dead and the entire world to be quiet. But he hated her more than most, even more than taxes and hipsters.

He got up and put on a pair of sweatpants, then padded downstairs for a drink of water. After five minutes of pacing around the kitchen table with his glass clenched tightly in hand, he clicked on the portable radio wedged between his wife’s two vases, the ones he hated so much.

Ugly and pointless. Like her.

A female singer he didn’t recognize began singing about her umbrella; the audio was loaded with static. He quickly turned the volume down to avoid waking his wife and daughters.

“Damn kids.” They had changed his radio to one of those infernal pop hit stations. Few things annoyed him more. An angry finger stabbed a pre-set button harder than needed; the song switched to Cream’s “Strange Brew.”

Better.

He refilled the empty glass, this time half with coke from the refrigerator, half with whiskey—Black Sail, the cheapest brand in the land. He opened the freezer and snatched a handful of ice cubes. One went into his mouth and one in the whiskey-coke, causing some to splash onto the floor. The rest of the cubes he flung into the sink; they rattled around the stainless-steel square before finding the drain. A rogue cube bounced out and onto the floor. He picked it up and held it in his hand, crushing water from it. With his other hand, he downed half the whiskey-coke.

His stomach churned. His head hurt.

He pressed the ice cube against his forehead and let its drippings cover his face. By the time the song morphed into Iron Butterfly’s “In-A-Gadda-Da-Vida,” the cube had melted into nothing. He rubbed his eyes with his wet fingers. 

Through the kitchen window he watched the moonlight glance off the bird bath in the back yard. Two crows sat on its curved lip and mocked him. They stared him down until he blinked first. When he opened his eyes, there was only one.

I hate this house.

With no recollection of how long he had been standing there staring at the shadows of the moonlit yard, he snapped aware and turned back toward the kitchen. An entirely new song was playing. 

When did that happen? 

The last contents of the glass slid down his throat and burned. He let the glass fall to the linoleum floor, where it rolled until it found the base of a cabinet.

Caleb grabbed the whiskey bottle by the neck and dragged it to his mouth. With no mixer, it burned twice as bad. He was procrastinating. He knew it.

Can’t put it off no longer.

“Well, let’s get to it,” he said to the radio.

Upstairs, he used the hard Sleep Mill pillow Alice had insisted on buying. “Good support,” she had cawed on endlessly in the store. It did make a nice instrument, he agreed, as he held the pillow over her face and pressed down.

Hey, I can finally agree with her on something.

She didn’t fight back. Her usual evening sleeping pill was assisting his strong arms in the deed. She was dead long before he stopped crushing the Sleep Mill into her face.

Instantly he was pissed that he had killed her so quickly. He had dreamed of doing this for so many nights, and now it was done. Like waiting two hours to ride a roller coaster, then the thrill is gone in thirty seconds; his joy spent with no time to relish it. Even worse, he’d done it while the girls were in the house.

Dammit. Now I gotta do them, too.

No story would hold up if the girls testified to his being home all night with Alice.

It’s for the better. They’re becoming a burden, too. They cost too much, make too much noise, change my radio every gawddam day.

After only a moment of hesitation, squashed by the whiskey, he slunk down the hall to the room his two daughters shared. 

The act finished, he returned downstairs to the living room. With each step, whiskey dripped from the bottle, its stains trailing him on the carpet. Occasionally, he took a swig, causing more to drip on the floor. Suddenly, in a fit of rage, he hurled the bottle against the living room wall. It shattered, spilling the last of its wretched contents on the couch.

Back in the kitchen he gathered his last two bottles of Black Sail and poured them over the kitchen tiles, then on the living room carpet and couch. He splashed the last of it on the drapes. The couch and drapes were so cheap, they might have ignited on their own without wasting good whiskey. But he did enjoy a good blaze.

He fished the lighter from his back pocket, flicked open a flame and stared at it for several minutes, transfixed. Finally, he tossed it on the alcohol-soaked couch. Immediately, it burst into flames.

“Burn baby, burn,” he sang, mimicking the song from the 70s, amusing himself while watching the fire overwhelm his house. Eventually, he was forced to move the party outside to the front lawn.

He faced the house from the sidewalk and admired the alacrity of the glowing demon. It devoured the wood voraciously, every board and cabinet, every piece of furniture. Most of the fixtures had been bought by his parents decades ago, heirlooms for which he cared little. Although he grew up in this house, he only felt a tiny sense of sadness at its passing. It would look good if he cried, but tears wouldn’t come. 

“Honestly, I care more for the booze I lost,” he said to the fire. “Damn shame.”

The fire agreed and kept eating.

As the house spat flames back at him, he retreated a few more steps to the end of the sidewalk. The conflagration glowed magnificently, illuminating all of Willow Lane. The only sound was that of fire popping and wood breaking, until the second floor collapsed into the first. After that, the sound of doors opening, of people running outside, all shouting back and forth to each other.

As the first volunteer firemen arrived in pickup trucks, he concentrated on the loss of his record collection and another case of booze in the cellar, so he could conjure enough tears to make this show of grief believable. He was found in a disingenuous state of despair, babbling about an accident that curiously occurred while he was out for a walk, barefoot. None of his neighbors were fooled.

The next day, while the police interrogated Caleb Grieger in Montana, Benjamin Montgomery celebrated his fifteenth birthday in Ohio with no gift or party from his second foster mother. However, his new dad gave him his first beer and a drag on the old man’s cigarette. Later that day, in New York, a seasoned killer who called himself Jack entered into a disagreement with a police officer and lost. He hit the pavement face first with two bullets to the head.

In time, these three would come to know each other intimately, and all the lives in Wolf Hollow would be changed forever.
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​Chapter 2
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Ben climbed into the truck and slammed the door. “Thanks for picking me up. Most people are afraid of hitchhikers.”

The driver was a husky man with a ponytail poking out from under a cowboy hat. He wore sunglasses and sported a thick mustache. “No worry. I ain’t afraid of no one.” He chewed a toothpick and drove forward.

“Well, I do appreciate it. My name is Ben.”

“Hooper,” the driver said. “I ain’t going all the way to Sioux City, but I can take you as far as Bakersville.”

“That’s fine. Hooper, eh? You play basketball? Hoops?”

“Nope.”

“How did you get a name like Hooper?”

The man ignored the question. 

“You know,” the man said, gnawing the toothpick, “a young boy like you outta be careful. You got those innocent little boy looks about you, says maybe anyone can take advantage of you. Sure as hell don’t look like any hitcher I never saw. For sure.”

“Really? What do hitchhikers look like?”

“They don’t look like a scrawny kid, or like a doe-eyed cross between Zack Morris and one of the Hardy Boys. For sure.”

“I don’t know who those are.”

“Google ’em. You’re a dead ringer for one of ’em. Though I bet the ladies would stop for ya. You got the looks to charm the scales off a snake.”

“Women don’t pick up hitchhikers,” Ben snorted.

“No?”

“Not in my experience.”

“Your experience?” The man laughed. “You ain’t old enough to got no experience. What are you, sixteen? How long you been hitching?”

“I’m twenty-two, but I’ve been hitching off and on since I was about sixteen.”

“Kid, you don’t look twenty-two. And that’s a long time to be on the road. So, you’re a runaway.”

“I’m not sure an adult can be a runaway.”

“As a kid you were. Am I right?”

“I guess so.”

“Hitchin’ the road since sixteen.” Hooper whistled. “Long damn time. You always been out on the road? Roamin’? No family?”

“None to speak of.”

“So, no one knows where you are,” Hooper said. It wasn’t a question. He glanced in his rear-view mirror. “You’re alone. Something happened, no one would miss you.”

“Not a damn soul,” Ben said.

Hooper drove faster. “Ain’t something you outta go advertising, son. People might think about doing something to ya. If no one gonna come to find ya, and they know it. If you know what I mean.”

“Do what?”

“Kidnap ya, rob ya, kill ya? Or worse.” He switched the toothpick to the other side of his mouth. “Hard to say, hard to say. For sure.”

“Are you trying to scare me?”

Hooper stared ahead at the road. “Maybe. Is it working?”

“A little bit. Yeah.”

“Good. Fear will make you stronger. Toughen you up. Make your balls drop.”

“Never heard that before.” Ben shifted in his seat. He checked to make sure his door was unlocked. It was. Ben never wore a seat belt while hitching. One never knows when it’s about time to bail. People can be weird. The ones who pick up hitchhikers can be downright freaks. Not always. But it happens.

And for Ben, that’s not always a bad thing.

But today he didn’t want trouble. 

When the truck slowed down and pulled to the side of the road, he sensed his wish would not be granted. When the man unbuckled his seat belt and got out of the truck, he was dead certain.

“Gotta take a leak,” Hooper said. “You should take one, too. It’s a long drive.”

“I’m okay. I don’t need to.”

Hooper walked around to the other side of the truck. He opened the passenger door, pulled out a revolver and waved it at Ben. “Afraid I must insist, son.”

Ben sighed, jumped out of the truck and let the man take his backpack. “You don’t want to do this, man. I’ve only got sixty bucks to my name. It’s not worth it. Let me go, I won’t say a word.”

Hooper pointed the gun at Ben and pushed him toward the cornfield. “I know you won’t. And best you don’t tell me what to do, hitcher boy.”

Ben worried this was about more than money. Freaks on the road, they were into everything.

Hooper rifled through Ben’s backpack, found nothing of interest, then dropped it to the ground. They marched into the cornfield with Hooper only a foot behind Ben, the revolver nearly touching his back. Rows of corn quickly swallowed them.

*   *   *
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Noah slowed the car and squinted through the windshield. “What’s that up there?”

A shiny new GM Sierra was parked askew on the side of the road with no driver or passenger. Nothing disturbed this stretch of highway save the breeze raking the cornfields on both sides. A mile ahead, three trees surrounded a lonely farm house, but there were no other cars this late in the afternoon. None except the station wagon carrying Beth and Noah Murphy halfway through a six-hour drive to their twenty-year high school reunion.

Noah pulled over and parked the station wagon behind the truck. A continuous warning beep sounded from the truck’s passenger door, left ajar. 

“You think someone’s in trouble?” he asked.

“Maybe they’ve got a flat,” Beth said. “Or out of gas. Maybe they walked to get some?”

“Where? Last gas station was thirty miles back, at least. And why leave the door open?”

They got out of their car and circled the truck. The two were an unlikely pit crew, with Noah in his pressed pants and Oxfords and Beth in her dress and high heels. But they established that the tires looked fine.

“Expensive truck.” Noah clicked his tongue. “Looks new. Nice one. But the hood’s not up.”

“I’m gonna guess the driver went into the corn to do some business, if you know what I mean.”

“I do, I do,” said Noah. He, himself, suddenly felt the need to take a piss. “But why leave the door open? Maybe we shouldn’t bother him ... or them. It could be two kids, you know. Having fun.”

“In a cornfield? Really, Noah, don’t be vulgar.”

Noah opened the passenger door wider and poked his head inside. It smelled of mint, freshly detailed. The gas gauge read half full. He reached for the glove compartment, but his wife stopped him.

“Noah! You can’t go looking through people’s private stuff without their permission,” she whispered.

“No need to whisper; I don’t think anyone’s around to hear you, dear.”

But he withdrew from the truck’s cab without touching the glove box. “I guess they went for a walk. And as far as I know, that isn’t against the law. Nothing much we can do if we can’t find them.” He closed the door to stop the infernal beep.

“Well, we can’t just assume they walked away,” Beth insisted. “He or she or they might be hurt.”

Noah glanced at his watch. “We’re running late, dear. I’ll call the police when we get back on the road. Have them check on it.”

“Look, there’s a backpack.”

A large gray backpack lay against a corn stalk at the start of a corn row. Unzipped, some of its contents had spilled out, including a blue flannel shirt sleeve.

“See, dear. I told you, kids having fun. There’s their clothes. Probably down to their undies by now ... somewhere in the corn rows.”

Beth didn’t buy it. She peeped a “Hello?” that barely carried.

Noah cupped his hands and was about to shout a heartier “Hello,” when a man emerged from the maze of husks. He was wiping blood off a hunting knife onto a torn rag. He halted and looked up from the knife, surprised to see the Murphys. They stared at him, and he stared back. He stopped cleaning the knife and looked to be calculating how best to diffuse the situation. He opened his mouth as if to say something, hesitated, then said, “Oh, crap.”

Unlike the truck driver, Noah recognized the man from the news. It’s not every day you meet a serial killer wanted by the FBI; it’s a rare and horrifying treat. He knew this was the end for him and his wife but knew no way to stop it, like the moment after you fall off a cliff before you hit the ground. They were seconds from hitting the ground with a splat. He grabbed his wife’s hand and ran for their car. 

“Son of a bitch,” Ben said and dropped the rag. “Why do they always have to run?”

He easily closed the distance and hit the man hard on the back of the head with the knife handle; the man collapsed to the ground. Restroom paper towels might have put up more of a fight.

Ben faced the woman.

“Money and cell phones, lady. Hand them over,” he said. “I don’t have much time, so I’ll give you twelve seconds. Unless you’d rather I kill you both and take the phones myself?”

Beth’s hands shook. She emptied her purse on the roof of the car and found two twenties. She handed them to Ben. She started to pull out credit cards, but he waved them off.

“Keep ’em, lady. No use to me. Where are your phones?”

“The phone is in the car. We only have one.”

“Get it, lady. Seconds count.”

Noah got up, rubbing the back of his neck. “Look, guy, we don’t want any trouble.”

“It’s your lucky day, then,” Ben said. “Neither do I. As a matter of fact, I woke up this morning thinking just that: I don’t want any trouble.”

Ben retrieved the phone from the woman’s trembling hands and the wallet from the cowering man, and left them with a tale to tell their friends for years to come. The truck spun gravel and ate up the road at 60 mph. The Murphys froze in place and watched the truck get smaller until it vanished from sight.

“He didn’t kill us,” Beth said.

“That was him, it was him,” Noah babbled. He had pissed his pants. The urine stain grew down his leg. “That was him. Right there in front of us.”

“He didn’t kill us,” Beth repeated. She was in shock.

They hugged each other and checked the bruise on Noah’s neck, then watched the road for another minute before driving to a gas station and calling the police. For a long time, no one thought to search for Hooper’s body in the cornfield.
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There is a special pain to being forced to kill a person against your will. Such an act is no small trick, either. And to Ben, the pain got worse each time. Yesterday’s murder of Janie Minette was the fifteenth killing in ten years, not counting the truck driver, Hooper, unplanned last month. All by his own hands. And yet it was Jack who had forced him into it. The murders exhausted Ben, but fed Jack.

Ben and Jack had been connected for three-quarters of a decade. It began when Ben was fifteen; Jack sought him out, selected him from millions of hosts in the world. At first, Ben thought it was all in his head. His second foster mother assumed Jack was an imaginary friend. But soon Ben realized Jack was as real as the bruises on his arms courtesy of the bullies at school.

For a time, he thought Jack might be a ghost living in and around the house, always following Ben. Soon he came to understand the two were merged in one body. That was often a comfort. Until Jack came along, loneliness crushed him day and night. Not anymore.

Jack would tell Ben stories while lying awake in bed, amazing tales of things he had done thirty, a hundred, two hundred years ago. Jack also helped Ben with his homework. Centuries old, Jack had acquired a great deal of knowledge. He could help with almost any subject.

And other things.

Like winning money at cards. Poker or Three-card Monte. With Three-card Monte, the card hustler would shuffle three cards, one of which was a king or queen. The delighted spectators had to keep an eye out for where the royalty landed. You find it, you win. Almost everyone lost.

During Ben and Jack’s first summer together, they played this game every weekend. He’d take a bus to the city and win money from the street hustlers. Jack could always spot the card and tell Ben. Never failed. 

This money was especially important after Ben ran away from home—though “home” was a generous word for it. The first and second foster families were unpleasant, and he could see quickly that it would never work out for him there. Jack convinced him to fly. On the run, the money trickled in sporadically. Stealing wasn’t so easy. Card hustling, that was easy.

But Jack had a secret that Ben kept. Jack was a serial killer. He killed to stay alive.

Eventually, Ben would be one, too.

For Ben, it wasn’t natural. Over the summer of Ben’s fifteenth year, Jack began to push Ben to do things he wouldn’t normally do, things no teenager should ever do. As an ancient being, only recently coming to this young shell, Jack had to mold his host slowly. For Ben’s part, he never knew if he could believe Jack’s age or any of his stories.

They met and fused in installments, like a dripping faucet filling a cup. It wasn’t as if one morning Ben looked in the mirror and his own face wasn’t there. It was much like a dream that became reality. Dreaming every night of beaches but waking each morning to find yourself in bed. Then one morning, there is sand on your feet. And a few mornings later, you really are on the beach. He started to dream about Jack, and eventually Jack became part of him. The face in the mirror came much later.

Jack liked to call his new host Newt, because Ben was so shy and skittish, like a little newt. He’d also call him Benji when the mood struck. At first, Ben didn’t like the nicknames, but eventually he came to accept them. Rarely could he bend Jack to his will. If Jack wanted to do or say something, it was happening.

That included murder.

Jack needed to kill to stay alive. It happened whether Ben or anyone else wanted it.

Sometimes, in the mirror, Jack occupied the image before him. Half skeleton, half man. Other times, Ben only saw his own reflection. The days when Jack took over, Ben stayed away from mirrors. The shared reflection rattled him too much.

Jack found it easier to take women because Ben was a good-looking host. That hadn’t always been the case. When it happened, it was a boon. Back in 1923, Jack inhabited a stodgy businessman who looked so creepy, even the hookers would shun him. But those were the prohibition years, and speakeasies were full of potential victims.

No, Ben was much more likable and approachable. Not muscular, but he was charming. A good-looking young man with boyish dimples, he would always look younger than his age. Even at twenty-two, he could pass for a high school kid. People were often less guarded around kids. His shiny brown hair, a little long now, and a sweet smile that ran forever, rarely failed him.

Twenty-three as of yesterday, Ben celebrated alone. Then he and Jack took the sparky drug-dealing cheerleader, Janie, for a walk under the moonlight by Lake Winnow, which turned out to be more of a pond. Things hadn’t gone as planned; the kill had been sloppy. Two joggers stumbled upon them and got away. That was another sighting reported to the FBI, the second this month, which put even more pressure on Ben to run into the countryside. Deeper.

So deep, even the cows were bored.

These rural towns were all the same to him. They had a lot of disadvantages. For starters, everyone knew each other, so he stuck out like a fox in a hen-house and tended to ruffle feathers about as much. These towns rarely had movie theaters, which meant no cheap place to hide for a quick sleep. In Chicago and New York, he could pay $8 for a porn show ticket and sleep all night while the moaning and grunting played its part on the screen. No chance for that in the countryside.

Sleeping in an alley wasn’t easy in small towns. In big cities, he was just one of the homeless, avoided or ignored. Cheap, sleazy motels could be rented for a night or two. No one cared. In small towns, they tend to run strangers like Ben out of town. He remembered the days when he looked clean cut, but lately he hadn’t had daily showers. This month had been rough. No bath, no haircut and no shave. Now he resembled a record cover from 1971. A person would be crazy to rent him a room.

But small towns did have a few advantages. They weren’t as connected. It was less likely they would know who he was. All the big cities had his face posted at bus stations, police stations, convenience stores, and all over the news. Small-town folk cared little for the minutia of “big city” news. If he could avoid being tossed out on his ass, he might spend a few nights in a dirty motel or steal a night in a barn. Then steal a few eggs, too.

Ben left the road and walked into the woods; he hoped to find something hospitable on the other side. He prayed no hunters, wildcats or joggers would spot him first. Fall was upon them, and winter was not far off. In winters, Jack would sleep more and kill less. Ben could be in control and do what he wished, live a normal life. He liked that.

Less killing.

Less killing was always good.

Jack was quiet, sated from the kill. Last one of the year. Jack knew he’d have to give over to Ben after this one. Too many, too quick. They would need to hide out for a while.

“Jack’s not bitching at me; at least I have that,” Ben mused, reaching down for a stick that looked good. He liked walking sticks. “Thank Medusa for a little peace from the madman.”

The smell of the sycamores overwhelmed him as he staggered through a dense forest. He sidestepped mushrooms and patches of mud where the sun couldn’t infiltrate the green canopy to dry the soil. 

The woods dumped him into a grassy valley split by a thin creek, then another hill to climb and more trees to invade. A cathedral of green swelled before him. What lay beyond was a mystery. Somewhere in that direction there had to be a house. If it was a lone home, he’d break in and tie up the owners; spend a few nights and then continue onward in their car. If it was an actual town, he’d rent a cheap motel room. But he didn’t want to spend another night out here among the mushrooms and dirt. It got damn cold in the hills at night. And there were bugs!

Something caught his eye at the top of the next hill. It was a topiary animal, a hedge cut in the shape of a deer or elk. 

“Weird, Jack. Who would cut a hedge like that out here in the middle of nowhere?”

He trudged into the valley and met the creek. Stepping on large rocks, he crossed the water; his sneakers still got wet. When he started up the hill on the other side, the hedge elk was gone.

“Now I’m seeing things, Jack. I gotta get some sleep.”

Jack stayed silent.

Ben found the energy to climb the next hill, crawling the last few yards. The leafy elk was still nowhere in sight. Maybe it had been his imagination; he doubted everything today. He negotiated the last thin copse of trees and walked toward the low setting sun. Soon he’d be left in the dark, and he didn’t want to be among the trees and their mossy cousins and all the wildlife that infested them at night, the insects and rodents. 

Exhausted, drained of any will to move one foot more, Ben stumbled out of the woods and collapsed on the grass. The soft ground accepted him, a dew-kissed bed of green.
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Caleb Grieger sat behind the cramped desk across from his friend and picked up the phone. A streaked pane of glass separated them. These were the fancy digs at the Nebraska State Penitentiary. No extra charge for the dirt, the scratches on the desktop or the grime on the phone.

Though exonerated for killing his family, Caleb was serving a twelve-year sentence for armed robbery of a convenience store. He expected to get out soon, having served eight of his years. His next parole hearing had been pushed up to six weeks from today, and rumor had it he would be released due to overcrowding and his good behavior. He always behaved better in prison than in the real world.

His friend picked up the other phone.

“Looking good, Caleb. I like the beard. Not ZZ Top quality, but very rugged. Like a fisherman.”

“Bruce, I didn’t ask you here for fashion advice.” Bruce’s own bushy hair undeniably disqualified him as a style guru. Caleb subconsciously scratched his five-inch beard. “I’m getting out in two months.”

“Right on, man.” 

“I have a job for us, so you need to get everyone together. All of them. Milly, too.”

“And Johnny Blast?”

“Yeah, yeah, get J.B. And, Bruce, I need you to contact Spooky Joe.”

Bruce’s face fell. “No way, man. That guy gives me the creeps. I ain’t calling him.”

“Didn’t ask you to call him, you cross-eyed pansy. Go see him. Tell him to come find me. I need him for this one.”

“I don’t like it, man. He’s ... weird.”

Caleb stared back; his blank eyes said a thousand words that all boiled down to one idea: Don’t fuck with me.

“Alright, alright, I’ll go see him,” Bruce conceded. “Don’t pinch your panties. What’s the job, anyway?”

“It’s big, real big.”

Bruce’s face brightened. “Now, I like the sound of that. Visit a church? A rock lot? No more picnic lunches, right?” They talked in code, in case their conversations were being recorded. A church was a bank, a rock lot meant a jewelry store. A picnic lunch was a convenience store, like the one that landed Caleb in prison. 

“Bigger than all that. It’s a whole damn town.”

“What? What does a whole damn town mean?”

“Exactly that. A town.”

“I don’t follow.”

“I’m going back home, Bruce. And I’m paying a visit to the pissant bitches who sent me here. And you guys, you are gonna get flush along the way.”

Bruce scrunched his brows. He didn’t understand. A bank, he understood. Carjacking, sure. But a whole town didn’t seem possible. Paying a visit usually meant killing.

“I still don’t follow.”

“You will. I’ll explain it when you get the guys together. Only thing you got to do now is get everyone ready. Two or three months from now, we’ll meet and sort out the deets.”

“I like it, man. Revenge and treasure. Very Count of Monte Cristo of you.”

“Monty who?”

Bruce read books, on occasion; Caleb never even read stop signs. The two men were as unalike as land and sea. Caleb, a giant at six foot four and two hundred fifty pounds, the very definition of a brute. And Bruce, tall and lanky and prone to use his brains once in a while. Unfortunately, he lacked the intelligence to stay away from Caleb and his crew.

“Never mind,” Bruce said. “I’ll send word to the guys. If you’ve got a plan, I’m in.”

“I do.” Caleb tugged his beard again. “You go see Spooky Joe, Bruce. Tell him I’m almost ready to go home.”
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​Chapter 5
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Dew on the grass caught Ben’s tread-worn sneakers and sent him sliding forward, but he didn’t fall. He slid six feet down the side of a hill that overlooked dozens of rooftops. Below him, a small town filled a narrow valley, spread thin to the next set of hills. Single-level and two-story houses peppered the modest patch of land. Most of the homes looked attractive and well-kept, better than other small towns he’d passed. A couple houses were rundown, and a quarter of the town needed a paint job, but overall, the majority were nice. Suburban city nice. Their lawns were immaculate. And wide. He had never seen such large lawns, perfectly trimmed. Though the houses were only a few yards apart, their back yards were long. Swing sets, barbecue grills and lawn chairs littered the impeccable plots of grass. The front yards were smaller, neater, and sported cutesy mailboxes. One looked like a giant tulip.

And gardens! Never had he seen so many colors in one place. Flowers enveloped every home. He suspected the boredom of rural living drove people to gardening lest they go insane.

It was the smallest burg Ben had ever seen. He could see all four corners from this hilltop, and this was no Mount Everest. He doubted he was more than a hundred feet high. A water tower stood eye level to him, just eighty yards away.

The last kill hadn’t afforded him enough time to rob the woman. All he got was a chain with a gold cross, a last-minute souvenir yanked from her neck. Now he pulled it from his jacket and examined it in the light. It was real gold, something he had learned to recognize, but would only get him fifty or sixty bucks at a pawn shop. He shoved the chain and cross back in his pocket and retrieved his wallet. Inside lay a few twenties, a ten and some ones; the front pocket of his jeans held some crumples singles. Ninety-four dollars total.

With a heavy sigh, he spilled down the grassy slope in a jog that got away from him. He found himself running to keep from falling. When he reached the bottom, he rested his hands on his knees and caught his breath.

He stepped off the grass onto the start of a paved street, a sleepy road that connected to the town’s main artery; one that he hoped would take a traveler out of this valley and to the next. Passing through, that’s what he wanted. This town was too small for him to stay long; he’d stand out like a frog in a punch bowl. Better to move on to the next real city—preferably a big one—where he could blend in and find an alley with dumpsters perfect for sleeping behind. Or a sex motel that didn’t judge the quality of its guests. People in small towns don’t like strangers. They don’t trust anyone they didn’t grow up with. And what a sorry sight he imagined himself to be! Hair uncombed, face unshaven. He couldn’t be sure flecks of blood weren’t still embedded somewhere in his clothing, which themselves were filthy and tattered.

He shambled onto the sidewalk and glanced up at a street sign that read Maple Lane. No cars were on the road yet. It was close to seven in the morning, by his count. Surely someone had to go to work, but not a soul appeared anywhere on the street.

He passed a single-story house with yellow trim peeling away from the windows. Its lawn hadn’t been cut all summer, from the looks of it. Weeds flourished above the tall grass. He mused that the golden dandelion buds looked pretty.

“Good morning, mister!”

Ben jumped. He hadn’t noticed the boy on his hands and knees, working in the lawn of the house next door. The kid looked to be ten or eleven, dressed in jeans and a Pink Floyd t-shirt. He was pulling weeds along both sides of the broken concrete walkway from the sidewalk to the front door of the house. A haphazard pile of his victims lay on one of the concrete slabs: dandelions, crabgrass and ground ivy. Separately, he had amassed a pile of three-leaf clovers.

“Hey, kid,” Ben said. He could hear the tired croak in his voice and cleared his throat.

“You’re new in town. Never saw you before. You the cousin come to see the Johnsons?” He swiped his shaggy blond hair from his eyes. A trace of dirt smudged his forehead.

“No, I’m not. Does this town have a motel?” Ben walked to the front of the boy’s house. “Or a Y? A place to stay?”

“I don’t know.” The kid stood up and clapped the dirt from his hands, then parked them on his hips. “What’s a Y?”

“YMCA. Never mind. Any hotels nearby? Or a motel?”

“Nah. Wolf Hollow ain’t got nothing like that, mister. But Mrs. Windrunner’s got a room for rent.”

“Okay. Where would that be?”

The kid pointed across the street and one house up. “Over there, a couple doors up. She got a sign in the window; only put it up last week. Just go on and knock.”

“It’s early. I don’t want to wake her up.”

“Sheet. Mrs. W gets up before the sun does, most days. It’s not too early; I wouldn’t worry none. Knock hard so she can hear it.”

Ben surveyed the street again. Damn quiet. Blue spruce trees guarded nearly every yard, with an occasional rogue maple or oak. Birds fluttered between the branches and chirped, happy to be alive and to be far from the soot of the city. Even their tweets seemed too soft, as if trying to remain quiet through the morning.

“You sure anyone lives in this town?”

As if to answer his question, a woman in a spandex jogging suit left her house six doors up and trotted in the opposite direction. He could barely make out her purple headband. She turned the corner and vanished.

“Sure,” the kid said. “Lots of people.”

If you say so. But it’s too Pleasantville for me.

“Okay, kid. Thanks.”

Ben continued on his way and let the kid go back to weeding. Another day, when the air turned cold, he and this kid would cross paths in an event that would change them both. But for now, the kid was already out of mind. Life rarely warns us of the significance of chance meetings.

After a quick glance around, Ben crossed the street. The sidewalk took him to a two-story house with a homemade cardboard sign in the window that had “Room 4 Rent $100” scrawled across it in black marker.

A day or a week? Ben wondered. Either way, it was too cheap to be for real. He examined the shabby house, not as well maintained as the neighbors. It had been yellow at one time, but the wind and sun had faded it into an ugly beige color, the paint flecked off in spots. The windows stood open on the ground floor but shut and curtained on the second. The yard hadn’t been mowed in a while, but a flower garden in front looked well-tended. 

This lady won’t ever let me stay here. I look like a grave digger! Best to walk on toward the next town. This was a bad idea.

But when he started to walk away, a feeble, reedy voice croaked, “You looking for a room?”

He turned back toward the porch. There sat an old woman with strong features, a hook nose and the most wrinkled face he’d ever seen. She looked Native American — or was it American Indian? He could never be sure what to call people anymore. She wore giant coke-bottle glasses. He could swear no one was there a second ago.

That’s how they do it, old people. They lurk.

Like spiders or lizards. They’re there; you just don’t see them.

Small and frail, she might have been a hundred years old and then a day extra. He had never seen anyone who so aptly embodied the word elderly. A gnarled twig of a being, she looked light enough to blow away if the wind kicked up. Gently, she rocked back and forth in an old wooden rocking chair with visibly rusted metal braces; but she rocked without making a sound.

How does a rusted rocker not make any noise? The racket should wake the dead.

But silent she was, and she stared at him through those comically thick glasses and did not blink.

That’s it. She can’t see me properly. When she gets a good look, she’ll throw me out on my can. Sure enough. Finally, something makes sense.

“Are you lost?” she asked.

He realized he had not spoken for a long time. He cleared his throat. “No. I mean, yes.”

“Yes, you’re lost? Or yes, you’re looking to rent a room?” Now she blinked.

“Um. Both?” He took a step toward the porch so she could have a better look at him. 

Best get this over with. Let her see me clearly and send me on my way. 

“I only need a place to stay for a couple nights.”

When he got right next to her, she stopped rocking and looked up at him. She grabbed her cane and leaned forward but remained seated. “Room’s a hundred dollars for a month. Don’t know about two or three nights. And there’s no smoking.”

“I understand,” he said. 

He stood for a few seconds and inhaled deeply. The scent of the flowers was rich; they flourished and crowded around the yard’s edge. Sunflowers reached up over the porch railing, which needed a new paint job a decade ago. Finches danced on and off it, unconcerned by the two humans. Perhaps she fed them. Their birdsong filled the morning.

Abruptly, he turned to step off the porch and be on his way. “Sorry to bother you.”

“You don’t even want to see the room?” she asked. 

Surprised, he stopped and faced her again. “You said you only rent by the month.”

“I said it’s a hundred dollars for the month. Never said you couldn’t stay a few nights.”

“Oh, I see.” Ben was confused — easily accomplished in his sleep-deprived state. “I guess I could pay you twenty-five for a week. Even if I only stay a few nights. Would that work?”

The old lady laughed quietly, then coughed. Her voice grew hoarser. “You kids, always worrying about the pennies. No one said words about splitting hairs and counting nickels. If you need a couple nights, you need it. Don’t worry about it, young man. If you need a month, it’s a hundred dollars.”

“You mean stay for free?”

She didn’t answer, but leaned her weight against the cane and stood up with great effort. The cane wobbled, and he briefly considered helping her, but didn’t for fear she might break and he’d be blamed. She was as short as she was skinny, an inch less than five feet; her eyes barely reached his chest. “Come have a look at the room. I’ve been waiting for you.”

“Waiting for me?”

“Hmm. For a renter.” 

Slow as molasses, she ambled toward the screen door. After a minute, he couldn’t stand it any longer and jumped ahead to open it for her. She walked through one step at a time, relying heavily on the cane. Finally, they were inside, and he let the door swing shut.

The house smelled like a mixture of fresh-baked cookies and a handful of other scents that clashed: flowers, bleach, powder, old books and dust. It hit him hard, and he reeled. The house smelled old, but it also smelled friendly. This was someone’s grandma’s house. Where was her family? 

Are Hansel and Gretel in the oven?

He liked to think the worst of everyone. Old ladies don’t invite men like him inside unless there’s a reason. 

She wanna cook me? Or rob me?

But that wasn’t likely. He only felt warmth from her. The woman’s innocence blinded her to the evil that had just stepped into her home, and he pitied her for that.

Her frail hand trembled as it pointed up the stairs. “First bedroom on the left. Go take a look. I don’t use the stairs no more. I sleep down here. So, I won’t be going up to clean, neither. You gotta keep the room clean yourself.” She seemed apologetic, as if not cleaning the upstairs had become her great shame at the ebb of her life. “But I do cook. Breakfast and dinner included in the rent.”

Ben’s gaze followed the wooden stairs up to the top of the staircase. An empty vase rested on a podium at the summit. The right wall was lined with Native American artifacts: dreamcatchers, feathers and masks, photos of old men and women. He started up the stairs with his left hand on the banister. The railing felt polished and sturdy, but the stairs creaked like the wail of a cat with each step. He was glad to reach the top and stop the ghostly orchestra.

The only open doors led to a bedroom on the left and a bathroom on the right. He stepped into the bedroom and found it small but comfortable. Everything was old, from the 1940s lamps to the ornate headboard on the queen-size bed to the analog clock. Old, but it would do for a short stay. He would have expected the bed quilt to be covered with flowers or lace, but it exhibited an image of a wolf’s head. Its yellow eyes glared at him.

A small writing desk occupied the space between the only window and the bed. It held a shaded lamp and one ink pen. A chair sat on the other side of the window. The dresser supported a small mirror and a picture of a young Native American boy in his teens. Four arrowheads hung from nails in the wall above it. A thin layer of dust covered everything, but not as much as he would have expected, if she truly never came up here anymore.

A bookshelf to the right of the dresser held an assortment of old paperbacks, most of them falling apart. They ranged wildly in genre from westerns to horror and science fiction. A few tawdry romances tainted the second shelf. Every genre was represented, which he found odd. A few biographies of famous people rounded out the collection: FDR, Marilyn Monroe, Napoleon, Vlad III and a tattered hardback about The Third Reich.
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