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	Prologue

	1909

	Miss Stanley, please, you are being obtuse.

	The words rang in her head as she stormed away, a woman fired from her true vocation. They rang as she stomped home. They rang as she gathered berries from her nightshade plants. 

	Wronged, she had been wronged. The aging woman stood over her stove mixing ingredients for a cake. A chocolate cake. A gesture to say goodbye. Something to offer the students stolen from her. The recipe was an original and she would teach it to the children. She was not about to accept that bastardly officials’ determination. He had no right to take her class.

	~

	The young teacher stepped into the schoolhouse to find it empty. Thinking some trickery afoot, a smile played over her face. She’d been a child. She knew how it went with a new teacher. Tomfoolery, and that was okay. Let them get it out of their system. After all, they’d been under the thumb of a tyrant for a long time—so she’d been told.

	“Children?” 

	She bustled around the back of the school, surprised that they were not there. Brisk enough that the children shouldn’t want to spend extra time outside, it was a double surprise they hadn’t come inside. 

	The school property line abutted a farm, a forest, and a path to the road. An irrational fear of Indians sprang forth and she needed to quell the noise within. The children were gone, perhaps not playing a joke. 

	What if the local Indians turned sour?

	Who were the local Indians?

	She’d heard tell, read accounts, though mostly from far away.

	“Children!” 

	The teacher held her long dress as she rushed toward the path to the road. It hit her then, of course they’d waited her out and simply snuck inside.

	“I’ve got you now,” she said and hurried back to the schoolhouse.

	Cold. Snow had begun to fall. 

	She opened the door. The only change were the half-melted candles. 

	Where had they gone? 

	“Children!”

	She charged outside. Fear had given way to panic in the young teacher. She was new and pranks went well with new teachers while sides tested boundaries, but never did tales of insubordination include an entire classroom of children. In every group, there were fools who acted out. That was a promise of the world’s different shades, but never an entire classroom. Some would stick behind to prove their goodness. If only to further prove the badness of those who’d gone.

	“Children!”

	Through the thick trees back toward the pond. As a girl, she swam at a pond very much like this on lazy summer days. This was autumn however, frost coated the ground until 10:00 most mornings as of late.

	A splash-splash-splash, followed by little sobs.

	“Children?”

	A hardened high whine filled the air and cut her like a blade. A woman cackled and a child wailed, “I’m sick, Miss Stanley!”

	“What could she be doing here?”

	~

	Flames danced atop blazing orange stakes, stark against the fresh white crosses lined in rows, banking shadows over the hunched backs of a handful of mourners gathered beneath the starless night sky. Clifford Browning turned his head as he and his partner passed, wondering if the pain of these villagers had anything to do with his task.

	As was his fallback, he decided he couldn’t care. It had to be this way. He’d been at the occupation long enough that one criminal melded into the next, stories and deeds swirled and entwined. The civilized world served justice at the foot of a judge, not hanged from a tree limb.

	Clifford’s job was to move folks from their cells and deposit them before Fate. They’d get their say and then they’d get what’s coming. All seasons, any hours of the day, depending on when trains arrived and how far he had to travel, Clifford Browning did his job.

	Moreland, Minnesota was far enough that the leather reins in his hands no longer seemed wholly there. He saw them under the glow of the lamp, but he did not feel them. Beneath him, heavy wooden wheels carved through fresh powder behind the gentle clopping of icy hooves. Dirty white clumps clung in the fur and at the edges of the horses’ shoes like hailstones. 

	That cold had sunk into them in a way that left their skin tingly and achy. Every breath puffed out in grey bursts. Clifford and his partner Benjamin Alexander had bundled up twofold with borrowed blankets and skins to set atop their wool coats, anything to keep off the shivers as they rode above the empty carriage. Made for pigs, the carriage was sturdy and bulky. Musty and filthy straw bedded the floorboards. Not unusual for most to see one like it in the county village, but the purpose of this one would be rare to any out of the way place where modernity had only just begun to sink teeth. Big bars and no bench seat, the empty box lacked simple comfort because pigs and criminals deserved nothing of the sort. 

	Ten men and nine women stood silently, torches or lamps in hands as they posted on the edge of the road. Cold eyes and hard expressions.

	That pig cum prisoner carriage reeked of piss and shit as it passed, even in the deep freeze of full winter. The appearance of the frozen bailiffs was the final stroke of sweet retribution, and one-by-one, the locals turned away, mounting horses and asses to trod paths home. Two climbed into a motorized Chase Wagon.

	“That is what they ought’ve provided.” Benjamin pointed at the departing truck and its dim headlights. 

	Hours earlier, they’d left the train yard in Thief River Falls and accepted the provided pig carriage, begrudgingly, scowls barely hidden. Three out of four times in the past few years, transport had come by way of motor vehicle or local deputies had offered up the criminal for transport directly. That, or had judicial systems in place to deal with criminals. 

	“Cold as I’ve ever been.” Benjamin huddled tighter into himself as his partner pulled the reins, stopping the horses.

	These bailiffs in charge of transfer stepped into the blacksmith’s barn, where the local law had detained the prisoner for three weeks, awaiting their arrival. As it was often, lately, folks were much smoother to put at ease when legally lynching a man than a woman, and since a state court system offered to do it, they might as well save the rope and send the prisoner away.

	“Hello? We’re here by order of the court of the state of Minnesota and John A. Johnson. Come to take the prisoner,” Clifford called out. His heavy wool coat was damp and stinking, and two days’ stubble—same as his partner, though his stubble was greyer and his coat filled more fully in the middle, but was no less stinking. 

	“Anybody here?” Benjamin looked around the dim space. 

	Lanterns hung from posts, suggesting that people were not far or not long gone. The temperature was much warmer in the barn, growing by degrees with every step deeper inside. 

	“Peculiar, I reckon.” Benjamin continued farther. A rustle took his attention and hurried his cold, weary feet.

	The sight before him stopped him like a shove and so suddenly that Clifford bumped into his back.  

	“Lord Jesus.” Benjamin knelt and set down his rifle so as to assess the three men gagged and bound on the floor. Blood oozed from each of their heads, and so much so that one bore signs of having his ticket punched for the next train to Heaven. 

	Clifford bent next to his partner, kept his rifle ready, and lowered one of the gags. “What’s happened? Where is the prisoner?”

	The ungagged man opened his right eye and licked his lips with a bloodied tongue.

	Benjamin pulled down the soiled, crimson gag of a second man, letting be the figure on death’s doorstep for the time. “Where is Hetty Stanley?”

	The second injured man did not open his eyes but spoke. “They took her. They had rifles and beat us, we did—”

	“Where?” Benjamin shouted.

	“The schoolhouse, my guess.” The first man ungagged had both eyes open. “Is Roy going to make it?”

	“Where is the schoolhouse?” Clifford grabbed onto the open-eyed man’s lapels with his left hand and shook. The man licked his lips again and then gave directions for the short trip. “You stay here and help them where you can. I’ll find our charge before she gets too far. So long as that isn’t too far already.” He’d been at the job for nearly nine years, jailbreaks were most common during or directly prior to transfer and he assumed he knew what had happened.

	Someone thought Hetty Stanley innocent or righteous and had busted her out; it’s how these things usually went whenever they went any way but correct.

	“No doubt you’ll find her,” the man with the closed eyes said and then coughed. “Should have given her over from the beginning.”

	Clifford had the urge to argue law and charges and the weaker sex still being liable for their actions, but there was no time. He mounted one of three horses tied beneath a lean-to shelter outside the barn and followed the route by way of lantern light. 

	Night was thick and full, but the schoolhouse was where it ought to be, though dark. He kicked open the door, rifle in one hand and lantern in the other. He searched the limited space: the closet, the boot room, behind the desk, there just wasn’t anywhere she could be. 

	Stopped, he posted up by a window, thinking. Frustrated, he looked out through the warped pane of glass. The cloud cover had shifted, and the moon’s sliver shined down. A path revealed itself.

	Moving again, invigorated by hope, he broke between the trees behind the schoolhouse. His feet crunched over the packed snow and his heartbeat rang into his ears. He was close. A knowing feeling in his guts promised as much.

	The trees thinned and an almost entirely smooth sheet filled the opening before him. A pond; it had frozen over entirely but for a hole ten feet from shore. The old bailiff sensed something awry, though he wasn’t certain what it meant. Trepid and wary, he shuffled onto the ice and stalled at the lip of the hole. Big white chunks floated amidst the blackness of the water. 

	He gazed and listened, thinking. Nothing but forest and night beyond the pond, and whoever had made that hole, had done so recently. With the tip of his rifle barrel, he nudged the ice downwards. A white block disappeared into the pond’s abyss for two heartbeats before popping up. He did it again, expecting the same and getting the same. He did it again, but with a different hunk of ice. 

	The ice sank and rose. 

	Again he pushed.

	The ice sank and rose.

	Again.

	Sank. Rose

	Again. 

	Sank. Rose.

	Again.

	Sank. 

	The deputy slipped, gasping, arms swinging wildly, backpedalling away in shock and terror from the sight of those sunken brown eyes and that stretched face with its long nose and stringy hair, its cruel mouth and iron cheekbones. 

	It was not as he assumed. The prisoner break was not manufactured to sidestep debt. She would not skate scot-free from her offenses. This woman paid in the old way.

	He’d found Hetty Stanley, and there would be no civilized justice served for her crimes.

	 

	 


One

	Until the sun rose high enough to shed light beyond the treeline, early morning visiting hours made the rooms on the second floor’s north wing seem especially cool. Dane Butler sat in a padded chair with a beat-up copy of Shivaree over his left knee. The words were too much to focus on, even in sterile near silence; given what else was happening in that room, or rather, what wasn’t happening, he was not surprised.

	Health insurance covered semi-private and the demise of a man named George Walker covered, at least temporarily, fully-private. The sleeping man on one of the two beds was named Jack Cole and he looked old, so much older than he was. Cheeks gaunt. Eyes sunken. The deep wrinkles of his neck played long shadows down beneath the tissue-thin gown, over his deflated and spotty chest.

	Cancer.

	Dane lifted the book and looked at words. They slurred and swam. His mind wandered to a place not so far into the past and then to words on a different page, one of his own pages, words he’d written. He’d never been able to push beyond writing himself into stories. . Often his blood spilled onto the pages, so baldly and openly that it embarrassed him. Here and now, he thought of thinly veiled lines from a story that never sold and received only three rejection slips. Dane had once called Jack Cole his personal Jesus. Embarrassing because emotions belonged hidden. Embarrassing because he’d needed Jack and Jack had been there for him. Embarrassing because Dane himself had been such a rough outline of anything he’d become and Jack had been his savior. 

	In the bed, Jack stirred, and Dane continued to peer onto the black lines printed over the creamy pages, until the rushing sound of piss flowing into a catheter bottle began and eventually ceased. The book came down.

	“Good morning,” Jack said.

	“Morning. Sleep okay?”

	Jack frowned and shook his head gently.

	Dane lowered his eyes long enough to slide his bookmark in place and gather himself. He wanted to tell Jack that he loved him. He wanted to tell Jack that he wished he’d been born his son. He wanted to tell Jack all the wonderful things he’d done for a man who would’ve died a helpless boy. 

	Instead, Dane lifted his head, stood from the chair, and said, “Want me to get the nurse, for breakfast I mean?”

	~

	“I hope you don’t think you’re getting anything from the will. I’ll take you to court, you leech,” Lydia said, Jack’s youngest.

	It was a makeshift going-away party. Jack had been fully bed-ridden for three weeks. The chemo had him bald and defeated. The effort was a waste. He was now too familiar with the terrors of treatment that his son had once gone through, so many years ago. 

	Dane had finished his stint at university—Master of Fine Arts—a few years prior, and had since lived in selective squalor, following his dreams and the path Jack Cole set him on. Sometimes Dane wondered if he would have made it over the initial hump if it weren’t for Jack; his selling a book, getting an agent, selling a second book, shopping a third.

	All the help he’d received and wisdom imparted…and he still blundered into a royal screw-up in calling Jack’s estranged family. 

	Over the years, working around his own kinks and then understanding how those kinks came to be, Dane learned to wade through the worlds of others and look for positives. Death often had people flipping, and Dane—stupidly, so it seemed—had hoped for a positive flip in Jack’s family.

	During his third year at university, Dane had recognized something beyond loneliness with Jack. Jack finally broke down and confessed his cancer. He seemed ashamed of it, as if he was addicted to huffing paint or gambling on scratch tickets rather than dying. His ex-wife, Ericka, had laughed when Dane told her. The children brought up a chorus of similarly sour notes.

	As it turned out, Jack was of no interest to Ericka, but she’d heard about Dane. The loving but cast aside husband wrote Christmas cards and birthday cards, he’d explained the scene with the runaway teen who’d moved into his home. 

	“I never knew he was gay or a pedophile,” she said when they finally met outside Jack’s hospital room. “You a little honey sucker? Trying to blow him dry? It won’t work.”

	“Your ex-husband has already given me enough,” Dane said.

	“You sure don’t seem too sad about it,” Layla said—daughter and only four years younger than Dane.

	“Just stay away unless you’ll be good. He doesn’t need you in his life,” Dane said.

	Ericka lifted her eyes from her cellphone. “They’re his children and you’re a white trash orphan that only an abusive loser could want.”

	Some party. Jack was in his room with four other teachers and two of the administration women when Dane returned. One of those admin ladies was especially heartbroken. Jack had finally opened himself up to new avenues of love, reaching away from the guilt surrounding Ericka. There were flowers and stuffed animals, dozens of cards and faces wearing happy masks to cover the dreadful acknowledgement of death. The teachers said their goodbyes. Marina, the girlfriend, was too emotionally invested to leave, and sat on the edge of the bed. Dane plunked down in a chair. 

	“They’re here…I wish I never called them.”

	“Me too.” Jack smiled. “Oh well, they’re here to get what’s coming to them.”

	“You should give everything to the SPCA or the library,” Marina said, wiping tears.

	“There’s only the school pension and the house,” Jack said. “They can have it. I haven’t changed my will in twenty years.”

	“Your stuff doesn’t matter.” Dane patted Jack’s shoulder.

	“That’s right,” Marina said. “I wish—” She stopped and her frown flipped, as if she thought it was better to fill the room of a sick man with good vibes. “I’m gonna get us some Jell-O.”

	Dane smiled at Marina as she left the room.

	“How’s the writing going?” Jack said.

	“Make more money stocking shelves,” Dane said and rubbed at the calluses on his palms with his fingertips. “I don’t know, maybe I should’ve picked a more employable education.”

	Jack frowned. “Bull. You’ve always been good, even when your ideas were bad.”

	“The world may never be ready for Attack of the Boob-Hungry Cyclops.” Dane had penned that gem in the twelfth grade.

	Jack laughed until he coughed. Colon cancer had taken its show on the road and lived in his lungs, abdomen, and liver. He was past-due for death and nobody had any hopes for a bright turnaround. At least the treatments had ceased.

	“Having read it might be what’s killing you.” Dane stared at the white sheets surrounding Jack’s painfully pale face. Inevitable, death had become a thing to mock, a last resort when the Reaper came a knocking.

	“And here I thought polyps—” He coughed and then sipped water from a red straw dipped into a cup. “Dane, I want you to promise me you’ll keep at it until you’ve exhausted it. Believe it or not, you feel a bit like my legacy.”

	Dane puffed out his lips on a sigh as he helped Jack set the cup aside. “Yeah, well, want and capitalism are not often bedfellows.”

	“True for people who don’t put in the effort. It’s not like you to give up though. Giving up is like poison to you…or broccoli.”

	Dane snorted. “Broccoli is poison.”

	Jack gave a funny lift to what remained of his left eyebrow and squinted. “Got a secret. Back when you went off to college, this woman stopped by. She was going door-to-door introducing herself. The new gal in the county. She wore a blue pantsuit with a blouse open down to the lace of her bra. I was bored, or maybe wanted to peek down her shirt some more, so I invited her in and opened an investment account.”

	Dane remained quiet.

	“See, I thought you’d come so far, it would be a pity if you stopped. Like that cartoon with the diamond miner quitting a couple strikes before finding a fortune. The market crash had everybody screaming, but this woman, she was smiling like she had a big secret and convinced me to take out a five thousand dollar loan—I don’t think I was so hard to convince.”

	“Okay?”

	“She invested it in wildly risky stuff, at one point, the dollar value of all these stocks was six hundred bucks, and I owed more than four grand yet. Then it started shooting up and up, almost like Spring brought it around. The woman had been avoiding me a bit—I’d called her twice—but she called me in May, oh-nine. I let her do what she needed to for a few years. I guess I’d put in pretty near the bottom. It’s not much, thirty-grand. It’s yours.”

	“The will, your daughters—What?” 

	Jack wagged his forehead. “The account is in your name. Has nothing to do with me. It’s a secret. Nobody needs to know.”

	~

	Jack made it three more days. Ericka and the girls stayed in town at a Best Western. Marina and Dane stayed by Jack’s side. 

	Dane never told a soul about the meeting with the woman from Manulife Financial—she’d tried to convince him to keep the money in the account, despite that it had been dipping over the last couple years—or the check that came to his apartment mailbox in Bemidji. $29,893 wasn’t made in the shade, so he kept his job at Super One Foods, but it was a lifeline. 

	 


Two

	“That piece of shit is a goddamned liar.” The woman obviously relished having an excuse to say those particular words, though they were not her words. “That’s verbatim, what your father, Gary Butler, said about your book.”

	Dane had sold the third novel-length manuscript he’d written more than four years earlier—his first official book. This one, the story of a boy chased from home at the age of thirteen, his hitting the road to live in shelters and under bridges like a suburban troll. The violence was heavier than anything Dane had experienced, the road was worse, and demons were everywhere looking to destroy him. 

	Kind of like magic when the acceptance letter came. A smallish publisher from Washington State was interested in Road Hard. The release was quick and paid in units sold. The suggestion being that the publication was probably worth a few hundred bucks. Something. A step forward.

	Someone from the NPR radio station found a copy at a bookshop in Baltimore. He read it. This individual gave the book to an ever-alert program director looking for unappreciated quality.

	An ultimately unflinching face in the difficult world of physical and chemical abuse. Raw…real…endearing…engaging…horrifying.

	That expected few hundred dollars became four thousand within five weeks—according to the spreadsheet that came with his quarterly statement. For the following few months the numbers had dwindled, but were alive, breathing dollars into his bank account in chunks.

	He wasn’t Patterson or Koontz, but he was more than nothing, and for the first time in a long time he’d smelled something like success. Of course, McDonald’s can be smelled through a window while stuck in traffic, that doesn’t mean the driver will taste a Big Mac. 

	“He read it?” Dane asked. The idea of his father reading anything was a tough image to conjure.

	“No, actually, he said he hadn’t. His knowledge of your story is second hand.”

	Dane had written himself into those pages and, though he’d fictionalized it, his father was the one lying. Arguing to be a pest. “Doesn’t matter, I made it all up. That story takes place in Portland. I grew up in Minnesota. My father is not religious, my mother isn’t a junkie, and my siblings never tried to rob a bank.”

	“But there was abuse?”

	Does the Earth spin? 

	“Ha, poor Gabe had as tough a time as I could truly imagine without doing an injustice to somebody’s honestly hard life. Sure, I ran away from home. I have two dead siblings. A wonderful man took me in, and now I write fiction. Maybe a few things are slightly similar, but don’t read too much into it. It’s fiction.”

	“Is it true you haven’t spoken to them in years?” 

	“You know, I have another book coming out in January.”

	A little early to talk about the forthcoming release, but it was either change topics or hang-up. 

	“Is it also about your childhood, about when you had to run away?”

	“It’s about a woman and moths—I’ve never written a story about my childhood or my running away or my run-ins with violence and drugs or my experiences with cops. It’s all fiction.”

	“Fictionalized, you mean.”

	Dane sighed, wondering whom he was really covering for after all this time. His father’s voice came to mind clear as glass: think you’re tough?

	~

	“I got a call looking for your phone number. Some lawyer. I think it has to do with your parents,” said Dane’s agent, Sylvia Gonzalez, all the way from New York.

	“Did they say anything else?”

	“Nothing specific, maybe they won the lottery and want to give you a million.”

	“Wouldn’t need it if you got me bigger deals.” 

	“Hardy-har-har, write me a Da Vinci Code and we’ll get those zeroes.”

	Stalemate. “Hand over the number, hopefully they’re both dead.”

	Dane called the number, the area and city codes familiar from his childhood in Crookston. The lawyer belonged to the bank, not to his parents. 

	His parents were actually dead.

	The furnace had kicked into gear while they’d slept. According to the maintenance sticker, it had been nearly a decade since the last filter change. The intake pipe had a salvaged piece of sheet metal leaned against it, blocking much of the oxygen draw. This blockage kept most of the air moving into the furnace from the cracks in the aged and dented tin path. Barn swallows had built a mud nest at the very tip of the exhaust pipe. The old venting system leaked carbon monoxide through the house while the smoke and poisonous gas detector given to the Butlers for free at a home safety night during a hockey game few years earlier, sat vacant of a battery. 

	“Damn strange,” the lawyer spoke with a smile on his voice, “your mother slept with a knife in her hand and your father was in the bathtub in just a T-shirt.” The lawyer checked his tone. “I’m very sorry for your loss, by the way.”

	“So what does their dying have to do with me?”

	“You need to sign some things. The mortgage was paid to sixteen percent, but they shared a line of credit—”

	“If you’re looking to collect from me, you’d better have all your legal work done, because unless a judge says that I’m liable for those deadbeat, piece of shit—” 

	“No, no, Mr. Butler. We need signatures that say what interest you have in the property. That’s all. The bank would be willing to continue the mortgage, resettled around the value of the property should you want to—”

	“Hell no. Is the value more than what’s owed?”

	The sound of ruffling sheets found its way over the miles. “Uh, I have it somewhere. It’s a small amount, just give me—”

	Dane interrupted. “I’ll sign it over. Email me what you want signed and we’ll get this done today.”

	Minutes later the forms arrived, and Dane did the math. The bank was about to enjoy an assumed value windfall of about $2,000—minus their labor. Being through with the place was worth the sacrifice. They could clean it out, auction what they figured might bring in a buck. 

	All he saw of the place was his past, and he didn’t need any mementos. His brother died in a prison riot. His sister died in a stolen car, permanently baked on meth amphetamines. Now his parents were dead, too. While his father’s voice landed like punches, his mother’s words stung like bees: why do you gotta piss him off? As if she wasn’t his mother, a supposed protector. 

	“Garbage bitch.”

	Dane closed his eyes, thinking about the sexism and racism, the homophobia, and the xenophobia they’d instilled, or at least tried to instill in him. He thought about the slow life of hitchhiking, road warrioring in and out of the state, and the cops and their games, but he shook it away. Work had never done itself.

	He wrote until his back ached and his legs fell asleep. He had to be at the grocery store in nine hours and decided to bring it in. On an otherwise empty twin mattress, he curled his body and tried to go blank, but thought about Jack, gone four years, and his parents, gone a week. What the universe wanted, it took.

	~

	“Hitchhiking is illegal, you realize this, right?”

	“How are people without cars supposed to get anywhere? Besides, I’m not hitchhiking, am I? I’m in this parking lot,” Dane said to the cop through the open passenger’s side window of a cruiser. The words puffing out like cigar smoke.

	“Right now, but you’ve been out here most of the night. We’ve been watching you.”

	The driver finally spoke up. “I wagered nobody would pick you up because you look like a piece of shit.”

	The cop in the passenger’s side said, “I took that bet because you can never say why someone won’t pick you up. See, you have to choose your words. No matter what though, you can’t be on the highway soliciting a ride. Get in.”

	“You’re arresting me?” Dane took a step backward. These cops seemed like most cops he’d ever met. “I’m not on the highway.”

	“You were, but we’re not arresting you anyway. We’re giving you a ride. Get in.”

	Bells chimed warnings in his head, but Dane did perhaps the stupidest thing he’d ever done and obeyed. Exhausted, desperate, miserable, and as cold as he’d ever been, he had no real choice. 

	“You’re coming from up north, right? Guys saw you around Brainerd.”

	Dane nodded.

	“Speak up,” the driver ordered.

	“Yeah.”

	“From where exactly?”

	“Doesn’t matter.”

	“How old are you?”

	“Doesn’t matter.”

	The driver turned to his partner. “Uncooperative shitbag, eh?”

	“Yup.”

	The driver pulled onto the highway and turned northeast, away from Dane’s destination. The cruiser wasn’t on the highway long and took a left onto a dark road, heading west. The farther along the road they went, the farther apart the country homes became. No other traffic used the road then and eventually, everything was trees and darkness. Not even the moon found space beneath the canopied limbs. 

	“You won’t be hitching anymore tonight.” 

	One cop laughed. The other grunted.

	Dane figured the joke would end soon enough. Even after they removed him from the cruiser, he stood in place, thinking they’d return. They didn’t and he headed north, hoping for a shorter distance to a highway than what they’d rode along to get where he was.

	Trouble started with his feet, dampness had snuck in and formed ice. He walked on slabs of butcher’s counter meat. The only comfort was that the pigs hadn’t stolen his cigarettes.

	Kicking, swearing, and smoking, Dane ambled, huddled into himself. The first time he sat, he changed his socks and shoes. It helped, but the secondary sneakers didn’t hold out the cold. Quickly, they became worse than his wet boots. 

	He sat a second time, smoked as he took off his sneakers. The lighter helped dry and warm his frozen feet, but only momentarily. As soon as he shifted focus from one foot to the other, the first fell victim to the cold all over again.

	More than an hour of walking, the cold had crept under his coat and into his lungs. He imagined frost lining the edges and shivered. Here he’d first acknowledged the possibility of death. It didn’t taste likely, not yet.

	After the second hour, death seemed the only way out of the waking nightmare. The world had been correct about him all along. He was loser by blood, a jester, a criminal barely staving off prison. He should’ve accepted the world where it wanted him, either take a factory job and drink his way into a marriage and punch his way through fatherhood, or pick up a sack, cling to the alleyways or corners and poison the other hopeless losers of Crookston.

	Lights came upon him like angel halos and he almost cried out. Speedy, given the road, the pair of beautiful beams came so close. Dane stuck out a stiff arm, thumb raised.

	The car almost hit him, or acted as such, jerking to the far side.

	“Fuck you!” Dane screamed as the car became nothing but running lights, became nothing but night.

	He stopped and lit another cigarette. He was dead and his last meal was however many tobacco sticks he could manage to burn before the universe turned him into a popsicle. 

	Broken, the boy staggered on, panting, nearing tears that refused to fall. Dane faced the merciless torment of dead night air and the weight of his situation refused to leave his mind. Steaming clouds bloomed from his cracked and freeze-dried lips. His footfalls crunched and scratched over the snowy gravel. Barren trees lined both sides of the path as if funneling him to a final resting place. 

	This place was an unfamiliar world, though so much like the world he’d known. 

	Three minutes since the vehicle passed. A Subaru wagon. Before the wagon, two solitary hours of walking on a winter night that saw the thermostat dip to -55 °F.

	Dane, only sixteen, stopped walking, exhaled a substantial breath, and assessed the unforgiving nature of this joke. A big one. The big one. He was the punchline. He was going to die. Those cops had dropped him off out here and he was going to die.

	The point of understanding arose and it almost seemed like a good time to pick a snow-packed shoulder and lean, sleep the last sleep of his life. Feeling as if that time had come was now a recurring notion. Anything was better than the biting cold surging through his feet. 

	Cold mounting and multiplying.

	Death was better.

	Instead of leaning, he fumbled with fingerless gloves. A cigarette emerged from its packaging and fit between his lips like home. Flame jumped and quickly sank into an ember as it ate the dead brown leaves that had been cut and packed into the only truly honest and reliable friendship he’d ever known. He inhaled the wonderful smoke—

	Dane blinked around at the bright lights and shiny floors. The memory had come at him like a fastball—raw and so close that he had to dry swallow, twice. He pocketed his box cutter and knelt in front of the shelf of pasta sauces. His knees were sore from the never-ending shifts, each seeming longer than the last of late. The money he’d gotten from Jack’s insurance policy was down to its dregs after paying off VISA and his student loans. What remained was a safety net so small he didn’t dare climb very high. 

	Ragu can in hand, knees on the floor, he thought again about Jack. Would it all have stopped if Jack’s Subaru hadn’t passed him, and the man hadn’t waited in his laneway? Poor Jack was lonely and desperate, suicidal, when Dane stumbled along that cold, vacant road only days before Christmas, but it was Jack who saved Dane. It was Jack who showed him how to see all the sides. It was Jack who buffed away the rough and splintered edges of Dane’s upbringing. It was Jack who showed him how to be something more than his caste.

	Jack had helped nurse him through his first serious breakup.

	Jack had celebrated Dane’s high school and college graduations.

	Jack had kept Dane from doing the family thing and winding up in jail.

	Dane finished loading the shelf and stood, hands on the small of his back. He picked up a cardboard flat and started away, thinking he was getting old enough for a bit of real success, and that maybe there was something to his working at a Super One Foods, or rather, to his quitting the job and figuring out life by the pen. Force it a little out of the comfort zone.

	“Comfort zone… Got any more favors for me?” Dane asked the ceiling, thinking of how the Subaru taillights looked on that fateful night. “Any more luck to toss down?”

	 


Three

	Their last phone conversation had started off light, Dane saying I was just thinking of you and Sylvia Gonzalez saying I’m always thinking about you, but something had gone sideways. A shadow forced its way in.

	“I’ll try. You know I will. I have faith in everything you write,” Sylvia Gonzalez said. “It’s going to be difficult, Benning doesn’t want another, not yet anyway; so it’s shopping you new all over again.”

	“What happened?” Dane rubbed his forehead.

	“A lot of things, maybe one thing. Maybe that Stephen King has about eighty percent of the market share on horror, uncontested. Maybe that your cover art didn’t pop enough. Maybe a million other things.”

	“So not only are my published books not selling, you’re saying nobody wants to publish any of my other novels?”

	“Not at the moment. I know times are tough, but maybe you can sell some of your shorts to keep afloat for now.”

	Dane heard the word you all too loud and all too clear, the sound of it seemed to echo around the little apartment. 

	Dane had spent the entirety of his adult life after university living only a few bucks above poverty. The burden was daunting and heavy. This was nothing new, but Dane had changed. His hard efforts had become a screaming weight, demanding to know, what was the purpose? Where was the reward for the strain and hours spent? When was the last time he moved in the right direction?

	~

	Months passed. Dane hadn’t heard from Sylvia, wasn’t entirely certain he still had an agent. He’d even begun sending out feelers for higher paying laborer positions on fracking crews in Colorado. 

	Nobody had called him in weeks, but when the telephone rang, Dane’s heart sank. It made him sick, trading in his dreams to make quick, dirty money. Probably it was going to be Alpha Reclaim, or maybe even the guys putting in the pipeline—ignoring treaties and land agreements and anything else because someone stood to make a few million more.

	Dane fought himself. He had to answer. He closed his eyes and grabbed his phone from the nightstand. He took a deep breath and looked at the call display. 

	“Oh,” he said and then connected the dots. “Hello.”

	“Dane, long time no speak,” Sylvia Gonzalez said. 

	“How are you?”

	“Golden.” 

	Dane exhaled a deep breath, trying to fight becoming too hopeful. “That makes one of us.”

	“I just got through speaking with some folks at Paramount.”

	Dane’s breath jerked back down his throat and his lungs nearly popped. “They want to make a movie out of one of my books?” he shouted, couldn’t help himself.

	“Oh, no. Sorry, it’s not that. But it’s good news, not so potentially lucrative, but good news. Anyway, Paramount has a flick coming out for Christmas.”

	“Uh, huh, this Christmas?”

	“No, twenty-twenty-one. It’s going to be the year of The Freeze.” Sylvia spoke with a mock eerie tone. “There’s a film and lately everything needs a tie-in. It’s happened before. They used to do it in the ’seventies and ’eighties a lot more.”

	“A novelization—yes, I’ll do it.”

	Dane had read many such gems, pocket paperbacks. Quite often, the book was much better than the film. Sometimes the opposite. Still, there’d be a room for creation, films explained so little, and there’d definitely be room in his bank account for a little money.

	“I haven’t even told you what The Freeze is. Anyway, the director liked Dusty Wings. Must be one of five people who bought it. Benning really screwed us on the marketing. They wanted your name to pull in everything while they sat back and reaped the benefits.”

	They’d gone over that fact a thousand times before. “Yes, it’s been disappointing.” 

	Dane’s laptop pinged. Dane opened a just-landed email from RimRoil looking to interview him for the position of rig swamper in Texas.

	“I put on my dancing shoes. I told the director not only could you write the book, but you could have it for them in less than six months, and clean.”

	“Jesus.”

	“And they snapped at that. They’d set the price, so whatever, you can’t be too picky, but I demanded a cookie for the future.”

	“And what’s that?” Dane smiled, it didn’t matter. As glamorous as rig swamping sounded, he was suddenly too busy for fast money. Hell, he might even be able to go down to one or two shifts a week at the Super One.

	“Two subsequent novelizations, as they need them and, here’s the bang, one original novel to be printed prior to January first, twenty-twenty-two.”

	“Tell me they’re paying.” Dane almost whispered this.

	“Sure, for the novelization they’re paying eleven-grand upon rough completion and they’ll pay an advance of twenty more by the first of the new calendar for your novel.”

	The math was quick and easy. He had about a thousand bucks, enough for one month’s rent and a whole lot of rice. 

	His email pinged again: the screenplay and a link to a shared cloud folder, linking him to the rough cut of the film. A third email surfaced with the contracts for Dane to sign. “Get those back to me. We’re going to put you on a better track this time. Dane, I’m truly grateful that you never lost faith in me.”

	Dane almost let out the harried bark creeping up his throat. He was so certain she’d dropped him that he never considered the possibility she wasn’t riding high herself.

	~

	Dane was in the middle of reading the screenplay for a second time when his cellphone rang. He smiled when he grabbed it. The number was unfamiliar, but he’d be able to tell whomever the hell it was to keep their stinking job, he had books to write.

	“Mr. Butler.” The voice was gruff, mannish.

	“Uh, yeah?”

	“Dane Butler?”

	“Yeah-huh, how can I help you?”

	“Mr. Richards from the credit union in Crookston gave me your number. I am sorry to inform you of this, but your great step uncle, Warren Kirby, has passed.”

	“Oh, wow. Grandpa Warren? I hadn’t seen him in…geez. I don’t know how long.”

	“Yes, well, Mr. Kirby left his home to his daughter-in-law Rebecca, your mother’s sister, I think. Rebecca predeceased your mother. There was a small sum of cash and investments, but probate will mostly do away with those. The crash in oh-eight was especially hard on his portfolio, so it seems. The home is pretty much all that is left. Or will be.”

	“His home?”

	“Yes, Mr. Butler, his home. You’re the last connection as far as family goes. Mr. Kirby died a widower and he was raised in an institution, says all that here in the notes. Mr. Kirby’s home here in Moreland is now yours.”

	“You mean without a mortgage?”

	“There are no outstanding debts. Taxes and probate will be due during tax season, but what he had should cover everything. Oh, there is also an automobile. A ’seventy-nine Ford Fairlane. The probate officer suggested its value being somewhere around one thousand dollars. It’s a heavy vehicle, so that might be the scrap value.”

	“Does it run?”

	“It has current stickers, but it is quite rough. Mr. Kirby had leased new cars until financials dictated that he pull the Fairlane from storage.”

	“Moreland, eh?” Dane’s smile was wide and all encompassing. He looked at the ceiling, as if Jack had pulled some strings, knocked over an in-the-way domino.

	“Yes, will you be looking to sell? I know a very good and completely qualified agent with—”

	“No way.” 

	“All right.”

	Dane smiled. “I’d never even considered that he couldn’t be my grandfather. My parents told us to call him grandpa.”

	The Kirbys were respectable and normal. As a kid, Dane always thought they were rich, but given this news, it was more likely that they just weren’t trash, that they were simply better people than the Butlers. 

	~

	The cab pulled away and Dane was suddenly alone in something nearing the middle of nowhere, staring up at his new home. The key from the lawyer didn’t open the front door and Dane simply nodded and started around to the side. Nobody used front doors but salespeople and Jehovah’s Witnesses…strangers. He was not a stranger, not anymore.

	The door squeaked and immediately the scent hit him. The place smelled like pipe tobacco. Right through the door was a small kitchen, all linoleum and Formica, a clock with the Vikings emblem behind the numbers and arms. The place rang no bells, though it was possible he’d been to visit sometime in his youth. 

	Dane wiped his feet on a black mat, a pair of brown boots with black laces lulled against a wall, as if too tired to continue. He found the light switch and a yellow bulb lit from behind a glass fixture loaded up with dead flies. The sink was full of crusty dishes and the stove needed a wash. The fridge was off-white and Dane decided to treat the impending doom like a bandage and swung open the door without delay. To his great surprise and tremendous relief, the interior was cold and nearly empty. No rotting fruits or vegetables. 

	He closed the door and faced a small, cluttered living room. The furniture was old, stained, and misshapen, but it looked comfortable. Newspapers and magazines littered every surface but the floor. There was a set of strange, muddy animal footprints that led from a closed window. The small, side-yard window had similarly muddy finger smudges on the outside of the glass. Clearly visible, but old. He thought little of them. Dane began imagining the effort to clean and decided it would mostly have to wait. The Freeze needed written and anything else was secondary.

	He crossed the living room, skirting the couch and a coffee table. Thick brown drapes hung before a smudgy bay window. Drawn back, all the light of an overcast day poured in to reveal the totality of the room’s wear.

	“Rich, my ass,” he whispered and crossed the room again, this time to the hallway. 

	Two bedrooms, one of which had been used for an office—sans computer. The clutter from the living room paled when compared to the mess on the floor around the desk. Stacks of magazines and TV Guides, old newspapers and hardback books missing their dust covers.

	“That’ll do,” he said and turned to check out the other bedroom and the bathroom. Both were clean, but not neat—another underlying worry conquered. He did, after all, have to sleep in a dead man’s bed and bathe in a dead man’s shower.

	He returned to the bedroom after a ceremonial first piss in the toilet and opened the drapes. Both of the bedrooms looked onto the backyard. Sparse trees and a good stretch of grass before reaching what appeared to be a former schoolhouse. In the middle was what looked like a defunct kiddie pool.

	“Weird. Who’d swim out here?”

	First thing was not actually getting to writing, though he couldn’t stop thinking about the task—not that he wanted to stop, let it stew, let it come to a boil. Moving in was first and in order to move in, he needed what meagre possessions he owned. 

	He stepped back through the home and began a search of the kitchen. He found the Ford’s keys hanging on a screw driven into a plank of wood mounted by the door, above the canted boots. He’d return to the Duluth for his things—he’d come to Moreland on a bus, then took the cab from the bank—and then really begin the next phase of life.

	Outside, in the warm early afternoon air, he opened the unlocked car door and then fell into the wildly springy Fairline driver’s seat. The key went into the ignition and Dane said, “Come on, papa needs a new pair of shoes,” as he turned over the starter. It barked to life and the gas gauge charged to about a quarter inch from full. “God bless you, Grandpa Warren.”

	He pulled out of the short lane working the wipers and washer fluid against the dusty windshield. The trip would burn a day, and likely most of the gas in the tank, but this was good. No more stocking shelves to cover the rent and he had books sold before he even wrote them. Dane didn’t put much stock in the afterlife, and zero stock in a God who adjusted experiences among the humans, but he did feel as if he had a guardian angel right then.


Four

	Winona Aberlin had to stop now and then to drink it in. The change was so drastic and refreshing that it became almost suffocating. In the first two days, they’d mostly unpacked the boxes—four years together, and the scattered keepings of the years prior. Winona and Casey, mother and son, were on an adventure.

	Anytime you get your head about you, you take Casey and move right in. We don’t need it… Hell, we’re only keeping the place in case you want it. Her mother, Anette, and her father, Went, both had a free way of talking that shook and awakened in equal parts. 

	Yuri Bure had been a sexual force. It was a big part of what whisked Winona off her feet and deposited her on her back. Strong, handsome, and with the stamina of a marathoner, Yuri explored Winona and Winona had come to love him for it. Aside from the sex, Yuri was rather bland. A handsome, mostly quiet man who wasn’t that bright and made a livable income with his hands. He had a steady job and no aspirations for more.

	It fit. Winona was from different stock, but no better, and she made enough money bookkeeping for a hardware store that financial burdens never really piled on. Everything changed, as it would, when Casey grew in Winona’s womb. Yuri became distant. Yuri lost his interest in sex. Winona hardly noticed. The act of creation enveloped her. By month four, her universe was baby-centric. Casey came out an even eight pounds, and by and by, the baby-centric ideals waned. There was a loss of sleep, and where in the hell had Yuri gone all night when he should be helping with the fucking baby? 

	By the time Casey turned three, Winona recognized all the signs she’d missed or ignored. Her sex machine was still busy, just not with her. 

	Casey was three and seven months when Winona emailed her mother and explained that she had to leave Yuri but was unsure of how to do it or where to go. This was a loaded suggestion of course. Here was a question unasked but understood.

	Don’t be stupid, her father said, calling her out immediately. The old schoolhouse is just waiting for you. 

	Ma and Pa Aberlin had a fantastic and outrageous Winnebago. It took twenty years of scrimping and saving, living a modest life in a tiny home, to save for the mobile palace. The plan was to hit the road and only look back to say hello. Mostly, they spent time around Arizona, but roved where they wanted, and when.

	Winona left an easy-to-understand note for Yuri and got out of his way. She’d drained enough of his force, and he’d ignored enough of hers.

	“To new beginnings!” 

	Casey didn’t understand but liked how happy his mother was. He clinked his stiff plastic juice cup against her coffee mug. The new place was so different, but maybe that was okay too.

	“How ya doing, buddy?” she asked.

	Casey shrugged. Being away from his father probably wasn’t currently a huge concern as his father rarely acknowledged him anyway, but he’d liked the old apartment. He’d mapped out all the good hiding spots.

	“What do you say we go back to the city today, get a Happy Meal?”

	“Is this home now?”

	“This is home now.”

	“Okay.”

	There were things to take care of at the bank. The joint account was a worry. Yuri was unpredictable and spontaneous, and it would not do to be without money. If he came to the conclusion that he’d lost something unfairly, he might act rashly without considering the consequences. Men in general where never wholly predictable.

	Duluth was more than an hour away and she considered calling as they rolled. She peeled her eyes from the road to glance at her cellphone, it had lost signal in a clear open space. She held the power button until the screen darkened and then hit power again. Casey was frowning at her over this. She opened iTunes first and let it roll from the last open file. The phone then went down into the center console while charging and searching for signal.

	Adele’s voice filled the car while Casey watched the world through his window. Winona wondered what he saw out there, wondered if it was at all like the world she saw. Probably not. How could it be? 

	The first signs of city came at them and Casey brightened.

	“Almost home—” Casey said and recognized his error, his cheeks reddened. 

	“Did you want your Happy Meal before or after the bank?” she asked although the answer would be obvious. Delayed gratification was something this child did not understand. The world was now and toys were good. 

	“Before!”

	“Right on.”

	~

	“Please explain this again. How is that possible?” Winona rubbed on her forehead. 

	“There’s only twenty-nine dollars. See this? A joint account, right? Your husband…boyfriend bought something from HOM Furniture for sixteen-hundred dollars.”

	“I…that’s…” Winona trailed.

	Casey sat in a small plastic chair across the room using a peculiar fox-man toy from McDonald’s with the bank’s timeworn Little Tykes toys. 

	“If you want my opinion, it isn’t smart to have a joint account with a man,” the teller said.

	Winona looked up at the chubby cheeks and the short, manageable haircut, and wondered if the woman had guy troubles or getting a guy troubles, was maybe a man-hating lesbian. Or possibly only astute.

	“I need to open a new account. I also need to withdraw the twenty-nine.”

	“I can give you the cash…and change, but you need to speak with Shareef about opening an account.”

	Shareef was a second generation American and spoke much clearer English than Winona had assumed upon seeing him. A relief. Stress pressed on her eardrums as if stalled mid-ascent in a jet and straining to understand an individual’s version of the language was not something she needed right then. 

	“You say you’ve moved, so you’re not keeping this income?” Shareef used a pen to point at direct deposits into the account she had shared.

	“No, I moved.”

	“Do you have other income?”

	“Why does that matter?”

	Shareef turned his computer around. “Need it for the notes. It affects your credit availability.”

	She got it then. She wanted an account with overdraft to keep her afloat until she found work. Shaking up life was an expensive gesture.

	“We can open an account, but without an income, I am not able to authorize any credit. You don’t have the—”

	“Did it ever seem odd that you’ll only lend money to people with money?”

	“No, it’s a question of responsibility. Also, some people need fast cash because their funds are tied-up in investments. Just this morning I met with a man who wanted thirty thousand in a line of credit. I had no trouble giving it to him because I know he can pay it back, three times over, tomorrow, if absolutely necessary.”

	Winona had never met such a candid banker. Usually they kissed ass.

	“Don’t you have to keep customers happy?” 

	“Some customers. Now, we have three basic options in checking accounts—”

	“Fuck you,” she whispered.

	“Excuse me?” 

	“I’m not opening another account with you, and I want my name off the joint account, now. I’m going over to US or TCF.”

	Shareef frowned. “But we’re the best. Our funds have higher than average returns and low administration fees. We have more clients than anybody else in the country.”

	“Take me name off.”

	Shareef smirked one of those it’s your funeral expressions.

	“Come on, Casey.” Winona charged out of the Wells Fargo with the twenty-nine dollars in her purse. They shared a credit card, and she needed her name off it before Yuri got any more ideas, unless he already had.

	In the car, she picked up her cell and again there were no bars. Into the settings, she searched without knowing exactly what to look for, airplane mode perhaps. The different options ran in a short list, but nothing fixed the issue. No Active Network.

	Yuri paid the phone bill, always made a joke of his little tasks. He had two payments, rent and the phone. 

	“Are we going home?” Casey asked, recognizing the landscape.

	“In a minute, buddy.”

	Yuri was gone. The superintendent informed Winona that Yuri gave notice almost a month earlier, not much before he got the news that Winona wanted out. The split was so easy, and Yuri was so peaceful, all because he’d had this planned beforehand. A lucky convenience that Winona came to a conclusion and had somewhere to go. 

	“There’s a forwarding address,” the superintendent said.

	“In town?”

	The old man nodded twice. “He’s not who you think he is… Only four blocks from here.”

	Nobody answered the door at the small, redbrick bungalow. Winona cupped her eyes and looked through the window. It appeared a family lived there. There were lively, happy, people sounds coming from the backyard.

	“This way, Casey.”

	Winona took her son’s hand and stepped through a chain-link gate. Beyond were a crummy deck and a small hot tub plunked into a hole only a few inches below surface. Yuri smiled, topless in the bubbling waters, next to two blonde girls.

	“Hello?” a blonde woman said from the deck where she had been turning wieners on a hibachi. Her voice was thick with accent.

	Yuri’s smile faltered and he wore the look of the dumb man hopelessly trapped when he thought he’d gotten away with something.

	“Hi, Yuri. Who are these people?”

	The woman on the deck said something in a language Winona did not know. Something from one of the vast wintery places east of English-speaking Europe—someplace of the former Soviet. Yuri spoke back in the same language. The man was never forthcoming about his roots—about much, it appeared.

	Winona put it together. The damned HOM tag remained on the electrical plug running from the hot tub. This was Yuri’s real family and she was a lay that got pregnant with temporary baggage.

	Winona straightened. “Yuri is the father of this child. Yuri is a man that has to stick his penis in anything he can. Yuri is a liar. Yuri is a stupid man. Yuri spent the entirety of our shared bank account to buy this cheap tub. Yuri will ruin you too.”

	The larger of the two girls said, “Liar!” as she stood in a blue one-piece suit.

	Winona clenched her fists and turned around, walking away from the scene while the shouts resumed. Casey chased after her like a small dog. It was all wrong, wrong all over.

	She came across a Bremer first and opened a new account. The young white woman creating the account spoke with a peculiar lisp that altered only words with hard K sounds, adding a cartoon duck’s wet and breezy flutter. This eased Winona and let her take full advantage of what she’d learned from her visit at the Wells Fargo. 

	That’s right. There is a good job. A wage raise in the new town. She had land investments that she planned to sell and move over the funds soon, once she decided whether or not she liked the bank. Also, sometimes her pay came in irregular intervals.

	“Of course, according to your credit rating and income, I can do up to fifteen hundred in overdraft. You’re pre-approved for a three thousand dollar VISA as well, if you’d like to—”

	“Certainly would be easier to have all my accounts in one place, right?”

	The woman set to work. The card would come in the mail within ten business days, typically three or four. Winona stood and shook the woman’s hand—fingernails featuring ladybug nail polish.

	“Would you mind if I used your phone? I have to make a call to my old bank and ask a question.”

	The woman stepped around the desk, turning the telephone toward Winona. “Of course and thank you for choosing Bremer, I’m sure you’ll be happy with us.”

	Winona retrieved her VISA card from her wallet and dialed the toll-free number on the back. Through the glass, she watched Casey and the associate who had assisted her. The woman took Casey toward the out-of-the-way end of the reception area, removing him from her limited view.

	The low limit and room on the card helped. Having a middle-aged woman on the other end helped more. Live long enough and you’ll know, or, at very least, know of an untrustworthy asshole. Name off the account, Winona thanked the woman on the other end of the line.

	“Better luck with the next one, hun. Is there anything else I can help you with?”

	“No, and thank you, again.”

	Winona hung-up and collected her son who danced his fox-man around a Little People kitchen playset. They stopped for groceries, and on their way out of the Walmart Superstore, Winona purchased a box of potato wedges and a box of chicken fingers. They sat at a picnic table eating the greasy food and drinking Great Value iced tea.

	“Who were those people with Dad?”

	Casey had been quiet, and Winona had been too busy to concern herself with that fact. This kind of thing was apt to leave a nasty bruise inside the boy.

	“I think Yuri has another family back from where he was born.”

	“In Czechlokia?”

	“Maybe, who knows? He’s a liar.”

	“Mom?”

	“Yeah, buddy.”

	“It’s okay if we don’t see Dad anymore. I think lying is bad.”

	“All right, good. We shouldn’t have to. Eat your taters.”

	“Mom?”

	“Yeah.”

	“I think the pointy house will be okay.”

	The old schoolhouse was an A-frame. The loft split into two bedrooms; the ceiling came down in harsh angles that had already proved easy targets for head bonking. 

	“That’s good, ’cause we don’t really have another choice.”

	“Okay.”

	The cellphone was a problem for later. She needed a nap and her bed was more than an hour away.


Five

	Dane tried to get into the whiny, tinny country coming in through the radio in the huge boat of a car and couldn’t. Over to FM, mostly news, and then pop off and on, mixed with pop-rock. Nothing fit his mood or the weather, so he turned it down.

	A cool day, but nice, and the Fairlane was surprisingly fun to drive, but ridiculously bad on fuel—it being long as a fishing vessel was the obvious causation. That aside, the seats were soft and the shocks made Dane feel as if he manned a shaky cloud. The more he drove, the more he enjoyed driving.

	He’d been in the old man’s house for a few days and had survived on the cans that were in the cupboard and the odd things he’d brought from his apartment. He stepped into the local grocery store and stepped back out over the prices. Everything was very near the expiration date and cost double what was normal to him. He weighed the mathematics of a trip to the city.

	If he bought enough cheap, non-perishable items, he could get out of the house that reeked of the life of another for a few hours and still come away bucks to the better than if he shopped at the local Cub’s Grocery store. 

	Fifty pounds of white rice, six bags of noodles, jumbo cans of sauce, jumbo cans of fruit cocktail (scurvy prevention), Brita filters, a twenty-pound pork loin (half-price), enough ground beef to make no fewer than three hundred meatballs (best before date only hours away), and four pounds of Dunkin’s coffee. Here and there were one offs and normally proportioned items: hot sauce, bread, buns, cream for his coffee (price fairly regulated and reasonable even in the smaller locales), and faux-Oreos for his sweet tooth. 

	The woman on the till who rang him through smelled of cigarettes and cheap perfume. Quitting smoking was good for the chest and even better on the pocket. He reminded himself of that every time he had a craving, even nearing a decade away from the things. 

	He’d made his way back to the county feeling better. Outside Moreland, about five miles from home, there was a car pulled to a shoulder and a woman and a boy smiling by the side of the road with their hitching thumbs out. Dane never passed a hitchhiker so long as it was likely that the hitchhiker needed the kind of ride Dane had to offer. Sometimes a short trip wasn’t worth the hitchhiker’s while if they likely had a long road ahead. 

	This woman appeared to need a kind of ride he could offer.

	“Thanks for stopping. I, uh…maybe I can borrow a cellphone? We don’t live far, not even all the way in town I mean,” the woman said, rambling.

	Dane looked at the little car. He wondered if, only half-goofily, it might not fit in his trunk. “Uh, where you going, exactly?”

	“Oh, I don’t know. The car died, not gas, like the stereo stopped. I think something’s burned. I guess, I need a tow and—dammit.”

	Stress was all over her face and she appeared ready to blow. 

	“It sounds like your alternator.” Dane had helped his father change three alternators in the same old Pontiac one year. His father kept yanking used alternators out of cars from the scrapyard before he finally found one that kept running long enough to impress a buyer for the Pontiac.

	“Is that expensive?”

	“Not really. Not the part. Labor costs what it costs. It’s actually kind of easy to fix, so unless the mechanic’s a jerk… A tow isn’t cheap.”

	The woman scratched her head. 

	“I just moved here, and I don’t know where to go. Is there an honest mechanic?”

	Dane looked in the rear-view mirror as a truck headed toward him. “I’m going to pull all the way over and we’ll figure this out.”

	She was somewhat attractive, and she had that look: those puffy cheeks that made her eyes squint. In a different circumstance, she might be quite pretty to Dane’s tastes. 

	Dane parked his car in front of her car and killed the engine. He got out and approached the woman. The boy had gotten back inside and bounced a toy around on the dash.

	“So do you know where I can take the car, like a place that won’t kill me on labor?”

	“No. I’m new here. This week.”

	The woman laughed as if the world was ending, and it happened all because she forgot to water her flowers. “Me too!”

	“How about we do something illegal and maybe not entirely safe?”

	The woman threw her hands into the air.

	Dane grinned, his little plan was either going to work or it wouldn’t. A rope lay in the trunk beneath his groceries. Once dug free, the rope went through the hole in his trailer hitch coupler on the Ford and then looped around the steel frame behind the plastic bumper of the little car.

	“So where exactly are we taking you?” Dane asked after he’d connected the cars like sausage links.

	“There’s an old schoolhouse if you turn left off the highway here, it’s not too far.”

	Absurdly convenient.

	“I think I know it! Don’t do too much, leave it in neutral and only use the brakes if you think you’ll hit me. I don’t think you’d hurt me, but it might ding your bumper.”

	Dane drove about ten miles an hour and the woman trailed him. He pulled up in front of the schoolhouse and stopped. The car behind him stopped and he got out once he decided she’d know to keep her foot on the brakes.

	“Hold up a second, I need to reverse for slack.”

	The road ascended toward the Fairline and Dane reversed. He hopped out again, untied from the little car and drove forward several yards before parking. Rope untied from his bumper and tossed into the back seat of the Ford, Dane returned to the woman and leaned toward her window with his hands on his knees.

	“All right, I’m gonna need to borrow some muscle power. Think you’re up for it, big fella?” Dane looked to the quiet boy.

	“Go on, Casey.”

	Dane and the boy stood behind the car. They dug their feet into the loose gravel like sprinters at the starting block. “Hands on the bumper and push when I say. Okay, off the brakes and don’t steer too hard or get too close to the house,” he called to the driver’s side. “Ready, push!”

	Dane and Casey jogged the sloping space behind the little car as it rolled in the short lane and stopped abruptly; both bounced against the bumper, and Dane rubbed his legs as if injured as he smiled down on the boy. 

	The woman got out. “Thank you so much. I’m Winona, by the way.”

	“Dane. Sorry I can’t tell you where to get it fixed. That’s one of those things you pick up, I guess.”

	“I know what you mean.” 

	“You buying or renting?” Dane looked at the schoolhouse, appreciating craftsmanship and upkeep—in much better shape than his home.

	“My parents own it. We’re here starting fresh. I guess I should call my Dad. He’d know who’s good. They moved here after I left home. I’m from Duluth, that’s where we just came from and this…geez, couldn’t have come at a worse time.”

	“Ha, I just came from there, too. Lived there half my life.

	“Really,” Winona said, not exactly a question.

	“Pop the hood.”

	“Really?” This time, totally a question.

	“No promises.”

	“Okay.”

	The compartment had more electrical wires jutting about, but the combustion engine in small cars hadn’t changed much between that old Pontiac and Winona’s Saturn. The smell was heavy. Burned metal.

	The procedure involved one belt, two electrical couplers, and three bolts. 

	“Hey, I bet I could fix this.”

	Winona frowned. “Maybe I’d better take it to a shop.”

	Dane straightened. “Up to you, but we’re in two oddly similar situations out here. The world just keeps shoveling agreeable things my way, probably I’m due to pay it forward, somehow.” 

	“Umm.”

	“My grandfather died, and my broke ass had to move into his house.” Dane smiled and pointed to the trees and then out to the road. “That’s how I came to drive that fine land-yacht. I’m in the middle of a change, hopefully one for the better. The world loves to make something of coincidences and in this case, it doesn’t seem a bad idea.”

	Where was this going? Dane was not sure. Out of practice chatting up strangers. There were rules to functioning around people. Baring too much right away scared the general populous or disgusted them. Despite this being real life and not a story, it really felt like a plot convenience he had to follow. 

	“I don’t mean to be weird. I’m a,” he paused, a pang of embarrassment struck, “writer and I don’t really have much social contact. I don’t think I’m out of line, I mean it’s funny that we both moved here this week and if you follow an old trail through the woods back there, you get to an old pool. I have that very feature in my backyard, straight across. So it’s, like, I don’t know.”

	“Okay, so what are you suggesting?”

	“Mom?”

	Dane said nothing, giving Winona a second to answer the kid.

	“Yeah?”

	“I’m thirsty.”

	“In a minute. So what if I get the part, you can put it in? For how much?”

	“I’d rather not charge. I might not get it to work. I don’t mind it and I need things to switch my brain around every once in a while. Keep me from disappearing permanently into dreamland.”

	“Okay. I have another issue if you’re looking to be helpful—”

	“Mom?”

	This time Dane popped an answer in before the kid became an interruption. “What is it?”

	“My phone doesn’t work and obviously my car isn’t running.”

	“Hmm, you can use my phone, or my car if you want. Is that what you want?”

	“Mom, I’m thirsty!”

	 


Six

	Dane didn’t need to clean the entire house, just where his guests might see. Even to have it tidy was a good stretch. The old man kept things and repaired things. The sturdiest elements had sewn patches, soldered steel, glued plastic, and duct tape when everything else failed. 

	Living something like a monk or a nun for the last few years let Dane hold focus. It also molded his sense of order into neat stacks and empty spaces. The antithesis, it appeared, to what his grandfather lived by. 

	The original plan was to work up from the basement. Having guests coming in the following twenty-four hours dictated a different route. Kitchen, toilet, office, living room. 

	Parked on the lawn next to the back door of the two-story home, the Fairline sat with its trunk open like a gaping mouth awaiting feed. Trash and recyclables went in first. Full in minutes, Dane looked at the pile and wondered where to go. His grandfather hadn’t willed much by way of cleaning supplies, or garbage bags, or rags, or an understanding of garbage removal in the county.

	Still, the kitchen and bathroom were clean, and he’d begun carting stuff from the living room to stack neatly in his office. He stopped in the doorway, sweat making the dust on his arms itch, and assessed the hopelessness of it all and still grinned. Being helpful to a stranger reminded him of Jack, and anytime he could be a little bit more Jack, he’d do it.

	A carton of newish magazines plunked down next to the stacked old boxes and Dane had to sit for a moment on an overturned milk crate. Cleaning was always more work than it looked, but he felt good. That woman, she needed him, and he was there. It felt right and nice and he wondered, maybe, down the road, if—

	An old photo album with sticky-back pages and a cellophane cover stole his attention. The book was sparkly purple in a style en vogue in the ’Seventies or ’Eighties, probably. He flipped open to the first page and found a news article rather than the expected family photograph. The read the headline: 

	CHILD STILL MISSING

	Moreland – January 7, 1997

	The police organized search committee of 19 emergency service employees and 61 volunteers has again come up empty. Todd Jacobs, five, was last seen on County Road 11, near lots 49 and 50. He was last seen wearing a black Ski-Doo knitted cap, black mitts, a red and black Choko coat, black Choko snow pants, and black Ski-Doo boots.

	Initially, the search took place at the former pond, turned bog, located behind the former Moreland County No. 2 schoolhouse—a location infamous and locally legendary for tales of missing children and animal distress.

	A photo of police and firefighters filled in most of the remaining clipping below the story. They each carried a long black ski pole and held a blank expression. Beneath the image were the words more on page 2.

	Dane flipped the page, looking for a continuation of the story, but instead found a photocopied clipping. One older than the last.

	LOCAL MAN HAS SEEN MANY DEAD ANIMALS

	Moreland – July 9, 1989

	Two cows, a rabbit, and several squirrels have been found over the last six months in Warren Kirby’s backyard. 

	“I’m not a scientist and the water tested clean, but something’s wrong with the bog and pond out back of my home. I put up a fence, but somehow the cows got in anyway. I can’t figure it, but that’s what happened,” said Kirby from his backyard as he pointed to the murky watering hole not one hundred feet from his home.

	Kirby is adamant that he’s done all he can, especially given that the property lines aren’t entirely clear on who owns the spot.

	“Nobody’s been in the old schoolhouse for a few years now. It’s a bit of a fixer upper, but a good property,” said Kirby. “Can’t be sure, but I think a bank down south, or maybe it’s closer to St. Cloud actually owns the title, but that could all be diner talk. You know how the people around here talk.”

	It’s a complete mystery what’s happening to the animals. Ethan Wright, owner of the dead cattle, said. He’s gone out to inspect the fence himself and suggests he can’t fault Kirby for whatever poison killed his animals.

	“They must’ve come in his driveway or around the schoolhouse, unless things aren’t the way he says. I don’t know the man so I can’t—”

	The clipping ended mid-sentence. A small, grainy photo of Warren Kirby holding a dead squirrel by its tail accompanied the story.

	Dane looked at the man and figured the image wasn’t far off from the last time he’d seen his grandfather, or the man’s girlfriend of the time. Dane scratched an eyebrow trying to recall her name as his gaze shifted to another photocopied clipping: this one very old and very grainy. It was a front-page headline, but not a single photograph graced the layout.

	DAUGHTER’S DEATH LEADS TO SUICIDES

	Moreland County – September 21, 1911

	On Sunday, Caroline Leonard, 7, ingested nightshade berries. That evening, she died under the watchful eyes of Doctor Franklin and her father, Adam Leonard, 26. On Monday, Adam Leonard and his daughter Evelyn Leonard, 8, were found deceased in their home. Doctor Franklin has concluded it was suicide by way of nightshade berries. The doctor went on to suggest that the berries almost certainly came from the bush growing on the north side of the ungodly and abhorrent former teacher’s shack. The shack is located 67 yards southeast of the swimming pond where she murdered her student body in the spring of 1909. Father Combs has suggested that the shack be razed and the land consecrated. It has also come under speculation that a witch has been in Moreland’s midst and was the mastermind behind the schoolteacher’s actions, as well as the appalling and saddening actions taken by the Leonard family. Funeral services will take place on Tuesday, September 26 at the Sacred Heart Catholic church and the family will be buried there. What ever should come of the site, I pray that no more innocent lives are lost to similar senseless tragedies.

	Dane exhaled a pent breath. “Jesus,” he said. Everything he’d read had to have taken place in his backyard, and what of the schoolteacher and her student body? “She killed them?” He flipped to the next page to discover the darkness conquered by an image of twelve happy teenagers in baseball uniforms. Warren Kirby stood at the back to the left, looking nonplussed.

	Dane scanned the names quickly. One of the boys was named Oscar Breen and Breen triggered a memory. Belinda Breen was once Warren’s girlfriend. Seeing the stuffy man sidled along with so many boys with sideburns and manes of hair made him smile. The photo appeared to be from sometime before Dane’s birth.

	The following clipping was about a snowstorm and instantly, his interest in the schoolteacher fell away. The Freeze conquered all other thoughts aside from cleaning. He had to get moving.

	~

	The pale pine paneling at the bottom of the stairway made Dane pause. He hadn’t been down far enough to flip the light switch until just then. It was as if there’d been a countywide sale on cheap paneling. His fingers grazed the familiar tones and the roughness of the grout between the coated panels. His father had installed the very same shade and design in their home, in their basement. 

	Dane closed his eyes and leaned back, unable to stop the flood and that voice drawing closer, growing louder…

	Dane had awoken to shouts. It was Thursday, or possibly Friday, about a week after the incident with the Porsche and the horse carriage, the incident that killed his sister while he was suspended from school and on the road, seeing how far his thumb would take him. He had no idea that his sister was dead or that he’d missed the funeral. 

	Yelling was normal. Yelling was the one constant his father offered.

	That voice reminded him why he’d left in the first place. The house was cheap, and the paneling walls echoed the reverberated sentiment from the main floor. The vents acted like unwanted intercoms.

	His father was on his mother about money, about not taking handouts. This was a subtle change, but money had always been tight. 

	Dane turned his ear to the ceiling vent above his bed.

	“The fucking hole and gravestone cost a fuck of a lot more than the crooked fucks will give us!” Gary Butler shouted.

	Dane held his breath, listened harder.

	Sheila Butler whimpered and then said, “I can ask at church—”

	“I ain’t no fucking charity case! Do I look like a motherfucking charity case?”

	“No, you look like a drunk! It isn’t my fault Carrie’s dead.”

	This came fast and heavy, as if an enormous wasp had jabbed his forehead and filled his body with puffing, numbing poison. Carrie was dead. She’d been a part-time whore and a full-time junkie, and now she was dead; finding the exact spot was where those roads usually intersected. 

	Dane exhaled and lay flat. He found he didn’t really feel much about it. The way they all lived made life feel something like a late rental video, eventually the store demanded it back and the debt paid. 

	He kicked from beneath his musty comforter and rolled from the bare mattress. The swelling in his still soggy feet made him rethink any quick movements. The road could be trouble and the proof of that was never more apparent than in the feet—unless of course there was an assault, but that wasn’t the road, that was more like human interference with the road. At the moment, his feet were grey as oversaturated oatmeal and porous as a pumice stone.

	“How ain’t it? You let her go around with any fuckwit! You’re the one that let all this shit go on, not me! I can’t do nothing. The loser boys were fucked from the beginning, but Carrie was good and she was your job ’cause you were her fucking mother!”

	Sheila’s voice crackled and rang tinny through the ductwork. “Get out of my face!”

	Dane sat back down on the bed until the house went silent. Minutes passed and he used the time to rub his feet. The color came back a little at his touch, but he’d need to lay up for a few days to dry them out. Still, he couldn’t stay in the basement the whole time. After a long piss, he fixed himself a plate of three different casseroles with Swedish meatballs on the side. Casseroles and flowers loaded the kitchen counters and the table. Every dish was different, and the flowers had run dry. 

	Funeral food. Funeral decorations.

	He sat at the table and ate from his lap, shoveling the food into his mouth. Sufficiently full, he put the plate on the goodly stack already built in the sink and stepped into the shower. The hot water pinged off his tender feet like lead pellets. 

	In a borrowed bathrobe, Dane stepped out onto the slumping back porch. Weather had greyed the boards. Divots and slivers darkened planks with shadows. He wiggled his toes from where he sat. Cigarette lit, coffee in a chipped mug, Dane went back to checking his feet. This level of degradation was new, trench foot, maybe.

	“‘Fuck are you doing here?”

	Dane straightened, stiffened, and turned his head to look over his shoulder. The question was not the kind of question that required an answer. His father stood on the lawn in grease-stained everyday garb with a can of Old Milwaukee in his left hand. Lighter beer for the morning. Dane’s lips tightened against his teeth. The little voice that never took a punch itself egged him to speak.

	“Tough fucking guy can’t even go to his sister’s funeral. I should’a got fixed after Hank, fucking tough guys.” Gary walked away.

	“Fuck you,” Dane whispered and finished his cigarette. 

	He’d spent the entire morning watching old horror movies on the tiny TV in his bedroom, but he didn’t have a bathroom or food down there, so he had to return to the main floor. Dane crept from his room and listened up the stairs. In the kitchen, the refrigerator clicked into gear. Still quiet otherwise. Dane took a deep breath and opened the door from the basement.

	Sheila sat at the kitchen table, leaning over her leather-bound Bible. “Where have you been?”

	“I took a walk…Grand Forks and Bismarck and Fargo, and whatever,” Dane said knowing his explanation would make no sense.

	“Carrie’s dead! Did you know that? We put her in the ground and she’s dead!”

	“Yeah, okay.”

	“Yeah, okay? Your father is right about you and your brother. Carrie was the good one. You and your brother are trash.”

	Dane couldn’t help himself. “Carrie was a junkie and a whore. She traded blowjobs for meth. She told me once she fucked three jocks at once for two hundred bucks.” 

	Sheila shook her head, tears sprouting out from her splotchy red face. “She was good and you’re bad. You’re trash.”

	The door from the garage opened and Gary Butler stormed forward on a liquor-infused power surge. “Fucking tough guy, talking shit about his dead sister?”

	The punch flared. The drunken man had slowed to pivot, so his momentum demanded that he aim carefully. It took much of the speed off the pitch. Dane swatted it away and into the cheap hollow door behind him—one already marred by fist and foot holes. 

	The wood splintered anew. Instinct up-jumped his brain for a moment and Dane pushed his father. All the wind suddenly solidified in his lungs. He wanted to apologize. He wanted to cower. Most of all, he wanted desperately to know the strength to stand up.

	The unexpected push sent Gary back a foot. He grinned. “Fucking tough guy.” His right hand made a massive, boney meatball.

	Light flashed and Dane’s head rocked back. 

	He did not fall. 

	He did not cower.

	Mistakes.

	A second shot landed on the tail of the first, tenderizing his forehead in a way that made Dane taste and smell blood though none ran in his nose or mouth. He simply blinked and kept standing, stooping sideways some. 

	“Fucking tough guy.” Gary wound back and hooked his right fist into Dane’s jaw.

	Dane crumbled. In a sense, he’d finally stood up to his father. In a more realistic sense, he’d forgotten to turtle and took painful shots because of it. 

	The door behind Dane banged into his kidney and he jerked forward involuntarily. 

	“You’re some fucking tough guy, eh?”

	A dirty boot came down on Dane’s ribs and stayed there. The pressure was awful, and his chest ached for air. With helpless eyes, Dane peered up at the red-faced man. 

	In the background, Sheila wailed. 

	Over the old linoleum, Dane’s body slid on the end of Gary’s leg like a mop head. The ground disappeared. The thumps down the stairs were quick and mostly painless. The resilience of youth let Dane spring to his feet when he reached the bottom and run to his bedroom before his father got any ideas about coming down. 

	Thoughts of hitting the road for good finally started to fill his mind…

	Dane straightened where he stood in his dead uncle’s basement and let his hand fall away from the paneling. “Not quite the same,” he said, “don’t even have any punch holes.” 

	He continued on. The hope was to dump trash down here until time and funds allowed his ability to clean properly. Nearly everything was currently out of his budget, and he had guests due.

	 


Seven

	Dane was in his office, the cursor of the Word file mocking him with blinks. He stood and stretched, tried to see the next word. Instead, he looked out the window. There was Winona, coming to his home. 

	She knocked on Dane’s door. 

	“I’m working! What?” Dane said after stomping to the door.

	“I need to go get the alternator,” Winona said. She sounded surprised and meek.

	He’d get no work done with these distractions, and still, he grabbed the keys and handed them through the cracked door. 

	~

	More than two hours later and close to sixteen-hundred words down, Dane was again stretching and looking out the office window. 

	Winona was on her way back. Slightly embarrassed, Dane sidled up to the edge of the window and used only his left eye to observe. She disappeared from view and he waited for the knock. It didn’t come.

	“Come on,” she said and appeared from the side of the house, pulling Casey along by the hand. They paused at to the opening where the grass tried to crawl over the rundown excuse that had once passed as a public kiddy pool. An inexplicable sense of disgust filled Dane in that moment; he could imagine them both jumping in and rooting around like a couple of pigs in the barnyard.

	Dane had gone to inspect it up close during a break and it wasn’t so different from the barnyard of his imagination. A muck hole. Silt and muddy water bubbled up and trickled from beneath the cement box. The perimeter had cracked and flaked in places, but not to the extent that the pool had. It appeared as if frost had shoved upward at the center and forced a creeping fissure. Four visible dead frogs floated, stretched out, their longish rubbery bodies looking much like green, feather-plucked chicken corpses. The final frog had leapt frantically at the lip of the pool, trying to get away from whatever was wrong with the water.

	“Uck, leave it alone,” Dane whispered.

	Winona bent with a hunk of cedar rail in hand. More frogs? Maybe.

	Dane pulled the orange polyester drapes hanging in his office window. He continued to watch, squinting to see the frog on the end of the piece of wood Winona held. He thought about the dead animals in the news stories. His backyard was suddenly ominous. Dane turned from the window and sat back down at the computer, wrote three more paragraphs, and rolled over to look out again. They were still there. 

	He checked the word count again. “Good enough,” he said to his Word file and hit SAVE.

	~

	“Look, I’m sorry about this morning,” Dane said, a little out of breath from jogging out to the former pond turned bog pool.

	“Okay,” Winona said, not really looking at him.

	“No, but, listen, okay? Something  hit me like a rocket first thing in the morning and he knew a fantastic bit of subplot to The Freeze. But then you knocked—”

	“The Freeze?” Winona said.

	Casey was bent over, watching two lively frogs exist in stark contrast to their counterparts only a few feet away.

	Dane explained the movie and the book. “I was flying and then I saw you coming and my brain went blank. Then you knocked and…well, I’m sorry.”

	“Okay,” she said, this time looking at him.

	 “If I keep up this pace, I’ll have the rough draft in less than three weeks. Which means money,” Dane said, still trying to justify the outburst. 

	The producers working with the publisher suggested the shorter the better, meaning lots of room for white space, many chapters, a healthy helping of dialogue—fast page flipping helped movie lovers work their way through a book. 

	“What’s it about then?” Winona said.

	Dane winced. “Can’t say.”

	“What?” Winona said.

	Casey, doing a deep voice, said, “Mr. Frog would like his supper now,” completely removed from the conversation taking place directly above him.

	“Well…I can’t talk about what I’m writing. I might lose it,” Dane said.

	“Like the contract?” 

	Dane tapped his temple twice. “No, like, it’ll stop coming. All the good stuff in a novelization is extra around the movie plot.”

	Winona frowned then, switching subjects. “Can you do the thing with the part?” 

	“Of course,” Dane said.

	At the old schoolhouse, Saturn hood up, Dane tried to recall the trick to replacing an alternator, certain that one existed. He loosened bolts while Winona talked to him and Casey. The boy had a charged docking station attached to an iPhone in his hands, replaying an Adele song incessantly. The repetitions of River Lea reminded Dane of how long he stood looking at the alternator, feeling helpless. 

	“Gonna piss me off if you see yourself as helping some stupid damsel in distress. I’m not that. I can pay somebody to do this,” Winona said. 

	And maybe this was true, but maybe it wasn’t, and if it wasn’t, it could hurt her ability to feed Casey in the near future. Not that that was any of his business. 

	The Moreland Advance Auto Parts had stocked the alternator—GM used the same alternator in forty-four different models. The receipt shoved into the alternator box stated that it had cost her almost two-hundred bucks. 

	“I never said or assumed anything like that.” Dane scratched his cheek with greasy fingers. “Look, once, when I was a kid, someone helped me, and it changed my life. This is peanuts and it will make me feel like I’ve done a good deed, as well as made a friend. I need to meet people to put in stories, authenticity is key to empathy in readers.”

	Winona squinted and then understood. “Wait, you’re going to put me in a book.”

	“Probably, eventually…also, there’s a trick to this and I don’t remember how it works.”

	Winona rubbed a finger just above her left eye as if she had a headache brewing. “So you can’t fix it?”

	“I can, but there’s a trick to getting it out and the new one in.”

	Winona leaned over the engine. “This is the burned thing?”

	“Yep.”

	She started tugging ignorantly on belts and the loose body of the alternator. While she yanked, Dane saw slight movement. It sprung a memory.

	“Ha!” He hipped Winona aside. 

	“Hey?” Winona said, feigning anger but with a smile on her voice.

	A wrench went to a bolt on an arm next to the toasted alternator. He turned the bolt attached to an arm. The arm swung and the belt holding everything together slackened. With his free hand, he pulled out the dud and held it in the air. 

	“I call you Simba!”

	Winona shook her head. Smiling at him. 

	Casey simply looked at him with deer in the headlights eyes as his lips moved along to the lyrics of River Lea.

	~

	“I’m not sure how I feel about this,” Dane said, embarrassed.

	“Payback’s a bitch,” the wide-smiling Winona whispered.

	Casey was in the office playing an ancient NES game on Dane’s computer. Dane used the entertainment of his youth to kill the down hours when he was too tired to read and too awake to sleep, too everything but creative to work.

	Winona and Dane were in the basement. A mechanic would charge, at minimum, one shop hour to change an alternator. This would equal about $150, after tax. That’s ten hours of house cleaning. Winona explained this almost gleefully, she then said, “I need garbage bags and cleaning supplies.”

	Dane had seen some stuff before, somewhere. “Oh, okay.” 

	He walked upstairs and out to the garage. A wooden storage cabinet, obviously handmade from scrap wood, housed jugs of cleaners. All were nearly empty, only the bleach seemed newish by the boldness of the blue on the label. 

	He returned to Winona and said, “This is what I have.”

	“That will do for today if I get all this stuff out of the way. What about garbage bags?”

	He’d used them all and the budget for anything but food, hydro, internet, gasoline, and cellphone was nil. Embarrassed further, Dane spoke candidly. “I don’t have any. Maybe you can come help me in a month or two, then I can get bags and new cleaning stuff. I don’t have any extra money until I get paid for this thing I’m working on.”

	Winona did not cease her effort, bending at the knees to shuffle a stack of penny saver flyers into something she might carry. 

	The two sinking ships were now linked up. 

	Did that make them sink faster or slower?

	~

	The strange day cast a new light on Dane for Winona. Mostly they’d spoken of banal inconsequential things, less formal or stuffy than a first date, although that’s the vibe it carried, oddly. Knowing he was broke made Winona want to do things for him, and suddenly she understood his changing the alternator and towing her car off the highway.

	Water splashed around the perma-stained bathtub from the spout, all the faux chrome peeling up to reveal off-white plastic beneath. The water smelled earthy and fresh. Not a hint of chlorine. 

	Casey was still good with bathing so long as his mother was there to entertain him. Sometimes she read, other times they did sing along songs. His current high energy promised the makings of a sing along night. He was almost thrumming.

	Casey liked to face the back wall of the bathtub, no matter which tub. He liked the warm water behind him, and also did not care for the way his face changed shape against reflective surfaces. Kids the world over had much worse quirks. Winona guessed that any day he’d turn around and face forward without even thinking about it. After that, came privacy and then showers and then sticky toilet paper wads and then girlfriends or boyfriends and then marriage and then she’d be all alone again. She sighed, the back of her hand feeling the temperature rushing from the faucet.

	Tub filled nearly to the necessary level, Adele’s voice began to trail in a rhythmic repetition. Casey belted out lyrics until there were none. “Again!” He splashed.

	The song was addictive and…dammit, the battery had fallen on her phone. She had to plug in the dock quickly or face a fit from a tired child. 

	“Oops, battery,” she said,

	He pouted. 

	“Stay put. Have to plug in the tunes. Be right back.” She trailed out of the bathroom.

	~

	Casey hummed to the beat: huh-huh-hee huh-huh-hee.

	Behind him, the tap burped. 

	It was loud enough that it momentarily overtook Adele. A bad sound. It was like a huge underwater fart, but it didn’t come from underwater. Scared, Casey refused to look at those awful shiny parts. His mother would return in a second anyway. 

	Another burp, louder. Pipe thumping. 

	He gasped and waited.

	The bathroom was silent except for a steady, drip, drip, drip, dri—his butt slipped with a high skree, his head shot downward, and his legs dragged up the wall. He screamed and soapy water filled his mouth. Scalp pressed against the bottom of the tub, he peered into the running water as sludge infused and darkened the view. It smelled like dirt and hurt like crazy up his sinus.

	Another scream and he choked as the last of his oxygen broke loose in flash of bubbles. Water and murk burned in his nose and throat. His hands clawed at the sides of the tub. He tried kicking free from the invisible thing that held him, but he couldn’t.

	Then he did, dropping with a thunk and a great splash that sent water over the lip and onto the floor.

	~

	Winona hurried back, slipping as her bare foot found a puddle. 

	Casey jerked forward, spewing brown water from his mouth and nostrils, oil-thick sludge ran down his face, dripping from his eyes, as he wailed with the pain of it all. 

	“Oh buddy!” Winona pulled the plug on the drain.

	The tap burped again, and the murk ran faster, as if it broke through a clog of mud in the lines. Clear, fresh well water flowed into the tub. Winona pulled the shower stem and the water switched routes to patter down on the crying child and a cooing mother’s back. Winona held Casey with one hand and scooped away the gunk clinging to him with the other—so thick and sticky. 

	“I’m never going back in!” Casey said in his bedroom, damp but dressed for sleep.

	The more she thought about it, the more mysterious it became. He’d never dunked his head without her there before and it seemed a strange time to start. And what did he mean when he suggested something pulled him? 

	“Shh, buddy, it was a weird accident, don’t worry. We’ll never let it happen again. It’s only a little mud. You’ve played in mud plenty of times. Remember when you told me you and Alex made chocolate milk with your bikes?” Even as she said this, she thought about those dead frogs. They suggested trouble beyond normal mud. She’d have to get the water tested, and, Jesus Christ, how much would that cost? There was no budget at all for any of it. 

	“It pulled me. I don’t wanna go in baths!”

	“Hush, come on. Let’s get into bed, we’ll forget all about it. Scary stuff like that is only in your head. It can’t hurt you.”

	Winona left Casey after a story, and he began to drift. Beneath the blanket, ten spots began to green on his ankles. Little bruises left behind like fingerprints on a criminal’s rap sheet.

	 


Eight

	The spirit was there, as was the caffeine. The thing with the bags was embarrassing. The sooner he had the story finished, the faster he could get to floating in capital rather than drowning in hopes. But he couldn’t force it too much, not and still reach the desired outcome. As a stopgap, he opened his trunk folder and fished through the short stories he’d written but never found buyers for. Slow, and maybe not so great were the small, literary magazines, but money was money. His name had to carry a little weight. Surely.

	“Hell, fifty bucks here or there will do it,” he said as he bounced around Google. There were levels and since setting his goals, he’d never stepped backwards, no matter how painful. 

	Until this.

	Lower-level publications paid pennies for hours of labor, even the big ones usually didn’t pay great. In youth, he knew a kinship to wild dogs, wandering raccoons, barn cats. Get in and get away with a mouthful. He tried to channel that feeling. 

	“Garbage bags. This story is now worth garbage bags, hopefully,” he said and got to rewriting and polishing. Into the early hours of the morning, he sent off two stories to nine different publications. Three of which would pay him, if accepted, $150 each, and the other six, only $50. Of course, he could only sell each story once, right away anyhow.

	“Garbage bags and some Mr. Clean even.”

	At 3:22 AM, Dane climbed into his grandfather’s bed, exhaustion weighing upon his back like a heavy cloak, while his mind raced on. Bouncing here and there with the infinite possibilities of memories and fantasies. He finally fell asleep after four. 

	At 9:01 AM, he rose to find a note slid under his front door. Winona and Casey had been by and would stop by later: you don’t know about plumbing, do you? The idea made him smile. His ability met its limit at labor and the changing of alternators. Also, he had the vague understanding of electricity and how to get shocked. He knew about cleaning ductwork and smoothing wet cement. He could fry breakfast and cook a Christmas duck. He’d had many jobs, but never plumbing.

	The creative juices brimmed as the coffee maker bubbled. He sat and typed for three hours until the cursor blinked, teasing, taunting him to go on. He’d emptied the tank. A knock at the door ceased any hypnosis working its way into words, and Dane rose.

	“Hey,” Dane said upon seeing Winona and Casey. The note came back to him. If she kept this up, it might become annoying. 

	“I left a note…like a joke, sort of. Unless you know about mud coming through the tap.”

	“No, sorry. Um, would you like to come in?”

	Behind the doorframe, Winona had set two empty two-liter soda bottles. She grabbed them and stepped inside.

	“I was thinking I could borrow some more water.”

	“More?”

	“I used your tap this morning. I know I shouldn’t be so assuming, or whatever, but I didn’t want to bug you when you’re writing. I don’t need anyone going Jack Nicholson on me and Casey.”

	Dane laughed. Genuinely laughed.

	“I didn’t even hear you. Use the tap all you want if your water’s bad. Do you want to hop on the internet, figure out who to call?”

	“Mom, can I play games?”

	“Casey, please,” Winona hushed him.

	“Sure you can. Let me get my work out of the way. Did you want a coffee?”

	Winona nodded and looked to the coffee maker. The light was off, and the pot was nearly empty. 

	“Oh geez, give me a second and I’ll…” he trailed, watching her.

	While he spoke, Winona found the coffee grounds. Rather than dumping the old grounds, she added a heaping tablespoonful. It made the garbage bag thing a little less embarrassing. 

	“Can I play?” Casey said.

	“Right.” Dane led the two-man parade into the cluttered office. 

	Paperboy loaded into the NES emulator, controller in Casey’s hands, Dane stepped back out to the kitchen. Winona was gone.

	“Winona?”

	He walked into the hall and turned his ear toward the can, nothing. Through the kitchen, outside. The sky was grey; the air was warm and still. No squinty face peered back to him. He spun, confused, and returned to the kitchen. 

	Up the stairs from the basement, Winona hefted a loaded garbage bag. “Payment for the water,” she said, sweat bubbling above her brow in tight droplets. 

	~

	The Butlers had only ever taken one family vacation. An aunt on his mother’s side wanted to mend the bloodline quilt, offering the use of a cottage for the weekend. It had been a nightmare—sitting in the back of the car with his brother and sister while his father drove, and his mother played navigator. Carrie, his sister, had her arm in a sling because their father became restless and yanked her along from the car on their way to a Pizza Hut buffet near the halfway point of the trip. She wailed endlessly until Sheila Butler put Carrie back in the car and found a hospital. The Butler boys got a table. After that came the three long days with an irritable father who did not care for his family and cared too much for escaping his family via drink. 

	On Sunday, the final day at the cottage, Dane and his brother were playing early morning hockey in the grassy yard when Dane took a wild slapshot, getting as much dirt as ball, and on the backswing managed to upset Gary Butler’s coffee mug from his hand.

	“You little shit.”

	Dane took off like a bullet, uncertain of where he’d go, but knowing he had to be gone from there. The footfalls trailed him, and he veered to the stairs, down, toward the lake, thinking, simply, boat away, boat away. 

	His grubby bare foot slipped on the slick deck planks and shot from beneath him. The fall was quick and jarring. He felt the corner of the deck against his head for only a blink before he came to with his father punching his back, saying, “Cough it up! Cough it up!”

	“Stupid. Stupid.” Dane heard his mother not far away. 

	He’d felt the pain in his head and back and began to sob. 

	Since, he couldn’t get comfortable in water, and never learned to swim. Now and then, he dreamed of the deck and the crawfish beneath the dock, of cold lake water invading his lungs…

	Winona’s story of Casey brought the memory flooding back like bile, but it flashed away as quickly as it came. Once he became the only Butler left of his family, the memories had attacked him, stormed his gates, but they were lessening, drifting away like an unmoored rowboat.

	“That’s freaky,” Dane said. “He slipped? How could that be?”

	Winona shook her head. She explained the sound of his thrashing, and how that gave unlikely credence to the notion that he slipped. “He said something held his feet.”

	“What do you suppose he felt?”

	Another shake of the head.

	Casey stepped out of the office. The topic of discussion shifted. Winona stood from her chair and held out an arm.

	“Maybe I should look up that information on testing.”

	“Oh, right.” The rounded wooden feet of Dane’s chair made a rubbing sound against the linoleum as he stood. “Did you make it through the week?” he asked Casey.

	“Too hard.”

	“You’re probably right. I’ve only done it through a couple times myself and I have decades of practice.”

	Winona sat on the puffy leather chair—it seemed almost obscene with decadence inside such a crummy space. Dane’s grandfather had used the room for storage, of sorts. The office was a mess. Boxes of papers rose from the floor to chest height. In one corner was a small piano, greying with age, more paper strewn about the top. Walls yellowed with tobacco stains, a white rectangle where a calendar once hung. Nails poked out, begging to hold photographs or artwork or Chinese restaurant menus.

	The laptop had an external keyboard running from a USB. On the screen, the game awaited a restart. Dane closed it and opened Chrome. While his pre-determined tabs loaded, leaning in next to the chair from where he stood, he took a whiff of Winona’s hair. It smelled like human rather than shampoo.

	Winona shivered minutely, but kept her eyes on the screen. Dane leaned away, feeling like a bit of a creep. 

	Winona took quick charge. She opened a new tab before the others had come to life. Google suggested a few government websites and Winona clicked and clicked and clicked until she reached a spot to call or email. She took down the number and the email address.

	“You can email now. I’m in no hurry to get back to the computer,” Dane said and then contradicted himself. “Oops, I have an email, better check it.”

	Dane’s hand touched Winona’s hand and she snatched it back from the external mouse trailing a tail a bit longer than the one running from the keyboard. 

	Dane huffed. The email was from The Dark, a little magazine. It thanked him and told him the story wasn’t right for the publication.

	“That bad?” Winona said.

	He scoffed, though with humor. “Not really.”

	“Was that for a book?” she asked.

	“A short story. No big deal. Rejection is the master of the universe for most writers. The only hope is to outwit it now and then. Go on with your email.” Dane yawned.

	Winona opened Yahoo Mail and typed as Dane joined Casey in peeking into the boxes. Taxes. Bank receipts. Shopping receipts. Letters. TV Guide magazines. Two empty photo albums. 

	“Holy cow, you know your colors, right?” Dane asked, feeling a small thrill.

	“Maybe,” Casey said, noncommittal. 

	“Okay, see where this one is mostly red in the background?”

	Casey nodded. Winona turned for a moment, but lost interest quickly to refocus on the Chrome browser. 

	“We need to find any that are mostly blue. There will be a scary man on the front with an axe. Think you can find him?”

	“Maybe,” Casey said.

	There were five boxes of TV Guides. Some of those pictures on the covers were old and some weren’t as old. Whoever had packed the boxes did so without concern for chronological order.

	“Hey, do you mind if I print something?” Winona said. She had a pen and a slip of scrap paper.

	Dane looked up from the box he’d just re-scooped. “Sure, but I only have monochrome.”

	“I need to print my resumes. I can go to the library if it’s trouble.” 

	“No, it’s fine, unless you want color.”

	Her eyes rolled upward as if she’d just recalled what monochrome meant. “Okay, I’m going to run home a minute. Can he stay here?”

	“He has to stay. Who will go through these TV Guides with me if he leaves?”

	Dane didn’t lift his head when he spoke. He was on his knees shuffling through a stack of booklets like a deck of cards, slowing occasionally to read something on a cover. 

	“This one’s scary.” Casey held up a TV Guide with Bruce Banner and the Incredible Hulk on the cover.

	“It is, but not the right one. I’ll get us another box.”

	The box came down. They’d located four different issues with Bill Cosby on the covers, but none of the particular magazine he’d sought. There existed an old TV Guide featuring a portion of King’s The Shinning that did not appear in the original publication because Mick Garris had directed a TV series more along the lines of King’s story than the Stanley Kubrick masterpiece. It would be a fun talking point, maybe, as Winona had brought up the subject already. 

	Onto the last box. 

	Winona returned with a thumb drive in her hand and her cheeks red with exertion. She’d run. “Everything okay, Casey?” she said and then looked at Dane with a forced grin. “Did you find your magazine?” 

	“No, I think the issue I seek is later than where my grandfather’s subscription ceased. Did you run?”

	Winona had already turned to face the computer.

	“I didn’t want to trouble you with watching him.”

	“Right.”

	Dane got it. Strange men and innocent boys, a paring borne to raise hackles. 

	Dane repacked the last box. 

	Casey held a TV Guide, it had Bart Simpson, The Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles, Ariel, and Flounder on the cover.

	“I think I’ve hit a wall, feel free to use the computer, or the water, or my car. I trust you. Thanks for your help, kid,” Dane said as he stood and stepped toward the office door. He heard Jack’s words in his voice as he spoke and understood better just how much the man had to go through to help a poor lost runaway. 

	Winona gave her resume a quick read-through, printed two copies, and scurried off, she and Casey each holding two-liter soda bottles of water as they left. “Bye,” she called out, but Dane was already napping on the couch.

	~

	Dane awoke and felt a bit guilty over getting bitchy with her, again, but what he saw as her distrust didn’t make him feel good. He got up only long enough to piss and then shuffle off to bed. As his mind fluttered, a sound like snuffing entered his home. An animal sound. Like a hog seeking out truffles. 

	He kicked from bed and ambled out of his bedroom. The sounds ceased and he flicked the living room light switch. The room was empty, but a window was open. Unthinking, he crossed the room and pulled it shut. His feet brushed through a series of dusty animal prints, erasing their shapes, on his way back to bed. 

	 


Nine

	The help wanted sign on the restaurant window made Winona nervous, despite that it was the reason she’d come. 

	Casey was in the car with the doors locked. Caging him up like an unwanted animal redoubled her uneasiness. Unfortunately, the impression of being free and mobile, available for any hours, was too important.

	“You say you have experience waiting?” the woman asked, short, tanned with dark black hair. 

	“Yes. That was in my teens. I did well. I just…” Winona trailed, life could be difficult to put into words, the swinging and teetering over time and space. Existence and its whims. “These jobs are more recent.”

	“Yeah, I get ya. What hours are you available?”

	“My son is four, not in school until January. So I can figure around your schedule.”

	“You’re new in Moreland?”

	Winona explained who her parents were, and the woman brightened. Turned out, her parents had been weekly regulars for a time.

	“They’re seeing America in a Winnebago,” Winona said.

	“Now that’s the life.”

	It seemed like such an absurd aspiration, but life, alongside that swaying and teetering and pushing and pulling and strangling, molded people. They rounded back to the important topic. Winona had been glancing at the clock off and on while they spoke. The on-the-spot interview had run fourteen minutes.

	“What I need, mostly, is afternoons and evenings.”

	“I can do that.”

	“Only about thirty hours a week, sometimes more, sometimes less. This gonna be a thing? You needing full-time, run off when full-time hours come along, leave me high and dry?”

	A reasonable question, but Winona had no great interest in extra money. Time with Casey was too important. Plus, thirty hours, and the baby bonus check, put her on top of things.

	“I don’t want full-time…Casey’s growing up so fast already.”

	The woman pouted her lips, tipped her head left, tipped her head right. “I’m going to call these numbers. I’ll ask about attendance, mostly. Anything off there?”

	“No.”

	“We’ll see. I’ll call you at—no number on here?”

	“No, I just moved. I had a joint phone plan with my ex. I’m getting a phone soon as I know I’ll have an income to cover it.”

	More pouted lips, and a nod. “All right, you stop in day after tomorrow, uh, say, two o’clock. I’m usually rolling silverware by then. I’ll let you know. If I find you’re a fit. Can you start on the weekend?”

	Without thought, the desperation of her situation had her agreeing.

	“Good, my name’s Francine Howe, by the way. Call me Frankie.”

	~

	Casey had a coloring book with him in the back seat of the car. Chilly enough to fog the windows some, he had his jacket on and his hood up. If he took a deep breath, he could make steam. The coloring book was of dinosaurs and he had only one picture left. He’d really tried to stay in the lines this time. Make it look great. Make his mom proud of him.

	Along the scaly back, the green Crayola rounded almost flat, he followed the black lines. A knock hit at the window and the green path veered over a black line. Furious, Casey lifted his head with his teeth clenched.

	A boy stood out there. He looked a few years older. He was very pale with dull brown hair. His lips were light pink with dirty edges. He wore a collared shirt, white with a bluish tint. On his legs were fuzzy black shorts, suspenders rose over his shoulders—pulled up to where his belly button would be.

	Casey forgot his fury and stared out.

	The boy smiled and waved. Casey waved back, timidly.

	Tap, tap on the window on his other side. Casey jerked his head. A small girl with pigtails and hollowed cheeks, icy eyes, and a slim mouth appeared through the glass. Her arms and neck remained bare, but the rest of her form hid behind a green dress. Straight lines, no suggestion of figure. Like a sack flipped over with a neck-hole cut. 

	The Saturn was a small car and Casey sat on his knees. He slid his feet out so he could look side-to-side without turning his body. The boy waved as if asking him to follow. The girl mouthed, come out, come play. He wasn’t supposed to open the doors for anyone but his mom, and he didn’t think he should get out for these two. No way.

	The boy tapped and then waved again. Then he tried the handle. Casey shook his head with minute movements. The girl tapped and mouthed some more, come play with us. There was no sound beyond the taps. 

	This time Casey swung his head hard, side-to-side. No way, his mom said no, and these kids were all wrong. The boy tried the door handle once more. The girl pulled the door handle on the other side. Both tapped and Casey jerked his head back and forth. Why didn’t they understand?

	The boy’s smile faded, and the girl pursed her thin lips. The boy slapped a palm against the glass. Casey jumped at the abrupt loudness. He peered into the boy’s cold eyes. The boy opened his mouth. Black sludge dripped down his chin, staining his fine bluish-white shirt. Casey closed his eyes, hard. Another hand slapped from his other side. Helpless, he opened up and looked through the glass.

	Come play with us, those lips said while horrid black fluid ran, trailing over the girl’s chin and seeping into the plain dress.

	“Mom…Mommy…MAAAWM!” Casey snapped his eyes tight.

	Four quick taps landed on the driver’s window. 

	Casey buried his face as he slunk down on the seat to hide from the bad children.

	“It’s me, it’s Mommy. I can see you,” Winona said in a fine mood. She retrieved the key from her purse and opened the door.

	“No! Please!”

	Cool air rushed in. It smelled like deep fryer and car exhaust.

	“Geez, buddy, what’s happening?”

	Casey jumped up and looked around. He crawled between the seats to latch onto his mother.

	“There were bad kids!”

	Winona glanced around the parking lot and Casey watched her face; sometimes she didn’t believe him. 

	“Little buggers must’ve run off,” she said.

	 


Ten

	Nine in the morning. At the steel-on-steel screech of the outside faucet, Dane rubbed his temples. “For fuck sakes!” 

	It came, day after day. Almost every morning, that damned screech while he was trying to work. Most days were no big deal, but some days the story on the tips of his fingers had already transported him away. The screech was jarring, and Dane watched his rhythm and the atmosphere around him evaporate.

	Once, he got as far as the window that overlooked the yard, a tirade in his head. Words ready to escape his lips, like the old days, like his father. He took several deep breaths and mumbled, “W-W-B-D?” and decided to deal with this thing rationally. Yelling at Winona would be stupid. He sat back down and reread the last paragraph, tried to resume his rhythm, one word at a time.

	~

	Growing up, there were loser kids at his grade school in Crookston who wore WWJD bracelets. Back after Jack took him in, Dane had begun to think of those kids, in a way, when he made choices. What Would Butler Do? A typical Butler of his creed had a fairly easy path to follow. Straying from that natural way took a great deal of effort. The status quo existed, made things easy, kept people in their birthright castes.  

	Dane was in the midst of bucking that life and failing when Jack saved him from freezing. The wee hours passed in a blink that first night at Jack’s place. Dane had awoken at one in the afternoon with a headache. He was warm and dry. That sort of luck was the kind of thing his mother attributed to God’s work. Dane saw it more along the lines of the universe spilling a bit of good shit now and then to make him forget about all the bullshit.

	A new day and sunny. He figured Jack might even give him a ride to the highway. Some folks, middle-aged men mostly, liked to help hitchhikers. Enough had spent time on the side of the road themselves.

	“Good afternoon.” Jack sat at the kitchen table. There were four chairs besides the one beneath him. “There’s coffee, if you drink coffee.”

	“Thanks,” Dane said, fresh out of a washroom with double sinks. 

	The kitchen was nice and clean. A Cuisinart percolator stood next to a mug tree with four mugs hanging like heavy leaves. Dane poured a cup and looked around for fixins.

	“Oh, sugar?”

	Dane nodded.

	Jack took a jar from a cupboard and set it on the counter. 

	“Cream is in the fridge.”

	The fridge was a white Frigidaire, newish and quiet. There was a lot of room inside and that made sense since only one man lived there. 

	Two sinks. Five chairs. Four mugs. Big fridge. Big everything.

	“You can smoke in the garage.”

	Dane looked at him.

	“I smelled it. I smoked in my teens, coffee and tobacco is about right as it gets. Or you can have some breakfast.”

	“I’ll smoke first.”

	Dane was uneasy with how nice this man was. The night before, in his desperation, he didn’t have the luxury of questioning, but energized and warm, he sniffed for a pervert. The man hadn’t tried to diddle him while he slept, so that was something. There still could be a hitch on the horizon; nobody was a true saint, not even saints.

	Dane stood at the door of the garage, blowing his smoke toward the sky. Dusty cobwebs fluttered in the corners, the occupants doing whatever spiders did when temperature went sub-zero. The coffee was good, better than the stuff he’d been drinking on the road. The cigarette was heaven.

	This setback hadn’t finished him. Ahead was a lot more road to get to and life to live. He only vaguely remembered the defeat he faced the night before, the sense of truths found. That he knew he was the loser everybody said he was, and that his death was nothing special or significant. He was a punchline to a joke everybody else saw long before he had. 

	Inside, breakfast was on the table. The whole shebang: eggs, toast, bacon, and refried mashed potatoes. 

	“I bet you’re hungry. If you want, you can use my washer, or not.”

	Jack turned on the radio. All Christmas music, or mostly, there were a few seasonal love songs interspersed amid the classic renditions. To be expected on December 22. 

	“Maybe,” Dane said.

	“Where were you headed? This road doesn’t really go anywhere.”

	Dane explained the police and then his plans.

	“What about your parents?”

	“Fuck them, I hope they die,” Dane said without bravado or anger. A statement, like pointing out a deer in a field or a plane steaking exhaust in the sky. “They’re criminals and deadbeats. There’s nothing there.”

	“Hmm, I see. You could be doing worse by the sounds of it. Do you have friends you could stay with?”

	The heat rose under Dane’s collar. “Not really. I used them up, I guess. I hung out with some guys. I stayed with a couple of them for a while, but I don’t know. They’re all like…ski trips in Canada and two-story houses and I’m…” Dane shrugged.

	Jack nodded. “I get ya. Sounds like you need a fresh start. You can crash another night if you want. Do some laundry, eat some food, take a break.”

	Dane finished his plate. “Maybe. I’d really like a shower.”

	~

	“You having family for Christmas?” Dane had borrowed a bathrobe. The cotton was pink and musty, obviously not Jack’s.

	“No, only me.” Jack didn’t turn from the crummy plastic tree he was decorating. 

	Dane looked at the gifts there and frowned, thought about all the groceries he’d helped cart inside in the night. Something was off. “You kind of nuts?” 

	“I think I might be. I haven’t had Christmas in a long time. We had two after Wesley died, but they were not good.”

	“Shitty, man.”

	“Shitty indeed, but I want Christmas, so I got these mystery gifts, picked out by employees at stores, and now I’m having my own Christmas.”

	Without pause, Dane asked, “Gonna kill yourself?”

	Jack turned around. “Might. Could just do that.”

	“Okay,” Dane said. “I think I’ll stay tonight since it’s so late already. I can get my boots dry and my clothes washed, like you offered.”

	“Sure, kid. Stick around,” Jack said and then broke into song with the voices on the radio, “Rudolf the Red Nosed Reindeer had a very shiny nose…”

	~

	Dane and Jack sat on the couch watching television. 

	“This sucked the first ten times I watched it,” Jack said about Charlie Brown’s Christmas special. 

	At the Butler home, Dane’s father was likely drunk, and his mother was probably baking or sucking it up at a church thing, playing as if all was well. His brother would likely be in his cell or doing whatever chore they had him doing. His family was a fleeting thought until Jack flipped to the Minneapolis news.

	Dane’s brother was not in his cell or doing a chore, not exercising or eating. His brother was dead and had been good as dead for days.

	The reporter on the screen stood outside the high walls and higher fences where razor wire spun with visual warnings. She explained that after a lunchroom riot at the Oak Park Heights facility, four had died in the melee and thirty-nine others had injuries. A fifth had died of complications only a few hours earlier, Hank Wayne Butler, twenty-three.

	“Butler was a convicted of drug possession, armed robbery, as well as parole violation,” the woman said to be sure nobody in TV land should give a shit that this man was dead.

	Jack looked at the face on the screen and then to the face on the other end of the L-shaped couch. 

	“Butler was a resident of Crookston…”

	“Well, fuck,” Dane said.

	“He a relative?” 

	“Yeah, my brother.”

	“Oh, wow, I’m sorry. Do you need me to give you a ride somewhere? I can take you…I don’t know. Geez, guess there’ll be a funeral…I can…”

	“Dad’s gonna be pissed about paying for another box. Unless the prison’s gonna bury him.”

	“What about a funeral and—”

	“I missed my sister’s last time I was hitching, maybe if I keep it up, Mom and Dad’ll die too.”

	“Do you want…? I mean…” Jack paused and then loosened visibly. “I have some rye and wine.”

	Dane tilted his head and raised his eyebrows.

	They were drunk quick and laughy-sad soon after.

	“You’re all right,” Dane said. 

	“And you’re all right, too. Just need to shake off all the bad stuff. Start new and fresh. Fucking expectations get ya, kid, fucking hold ya like an anchor. Get rid of the heavy stuff and you can do anything you want.”

	“You too, man.”

	Jack shook his head, much of his body followed. “No, I’m too old. I miss my family. Can’t get rid of that heavy stuff. Can’t get rid of Wesley’s memory. Fucking cancer.”

	“Fucking, fuck cancer!” Dane lifted his cup. 

	Once the bottle was empty, they moved onto red wine and adopted grape clown smiles.

	~

	One extra night became two. Dane and Jack formed a quick bond. One week became a month. A month became until Dane decided. Jack had saved his life and Dane needed to be better than his genes…

	Dane looked away from the monitor, blinking, thinking about those cold, cold days. Progress on The Freeze was frozen for the morning and Dane lifted his hands from the keyboard as the outdoor faucet screeched again. 

	“What would Butler do?” Dane asked himself as he turned in his chair. He stood and stretched. “Better yet, what would Jack do?”

	 


Eleven

	Every damned day, that screech.

	He couldn’t stall the process anymore. “W-W-D-B?” he said and kicked to standing. He hurried through the house and slipped his feet into his boots by the door.

	He folded his arms against his chest almost instantly upon stepping outside. Despite working from home, Dane dressed every morning as if going to work. It helped remind him of the business of writing. The first draft was a day or two from completion. He could’ve been done already if it weren’t for all the distractions.

	“Hey.” Dane waved.

	“Oh, hey, sorry, did I bother you?”

	“A little. In the future, let’s have you only come for water after lunch. It can be distracting.”

	“I’m sorry…I sent off the kit. Only supposed to take a week.”

	“How’s the new job?” Dane asked, wondering why he did so. Outside was too cold for only shirtsleeves. 

	“Fine, only had one shift. But, okay,” she took a breath, “I was wondering if there was any way you could watch Casey.” Winona stretched her face into a funny grimace, the kind that only surfaced when asking a favor. 

	“I guess so. But you gotta leave me alone in the mornings, okay?” 

	The Freeze had to be sent away, pronto. His bank account was a wasteland, and the phone bill was two weeks overdue. Soon the hydro bill would surface and if he couldn’t pay that, he was in major trouble. 

	“Right. I work this afternoon from four ’til nine. Can I bring him by in a few hours?”

	“Yeah, great.” Dane spun and jogged around the side of the house.

	Back in his seat, the cursor blinked. Teasing technological place marker. He reread his last paragraph. Gone. The flow was gone.

	“Dammit.”

	Eyes glued to the screen, he typed a sentence he’d likely delete later. Added a word upon drinking it in. He tried on another short sentence. Okay, that one was okay. The cursor danced. He typed in another thirty words. The cursor hypnotized him. The world disappeared in flurry of activity. Forty-nine minutes later, he recognized that he’d passed his daily minimum and then he realized that he was hungry. Acknowledging the two was a knife to the throat of his creativity. 

	The Word program shrank, and he opened the web browser and his inbox. An email. A tiny magazine wanted to pay him $50 for his story, upon publication.

	“Better later garbage bags than never garbage bags,” he said and typed a quick reply, agreeing to the terms. He then notified the two other magazine publishers he’d sent the story to for consideration. One congratulated him and the other scolded, expecting a one-way marriage agreement before they even met for a date. 

	“Shove your no simultaneous submissions up your ass.”

	~

	Casey liked the idea of going to Dane’s much more since his mother promised that he’d be inside with the video games. Going to Dane’s for water was no fun at all. 

	His mom had gotten a cellphone on a two-year plan. It had a single game that did nothing much for him. His father had games that he played on a  tablet. Played them every day. But his dad had kept the tablet.

	The computer they brought with them was kind of old, but not older than Dane’s. His mom had told him she’d ask Dane where he got his games and if they were free, but she hadn’t. She forgot very important things sometimes.

	“Ready? Go grab a sweater,” Winona said. 

	She wore her black slacks that smelled of French fries, still, even after doing laundry. There were no uniforms where she worked, so she wore a tight white T-shirt up top. The material was thick, and the spills sank deep enough that Casey could hardly see them.

	“Okay,” Casey said, racing to the stairs and then taking them slowly.

	They set off on foot and as they always did, gave the oogy swimming pool lots of space. 

	Dane was on his cellphone when he answered the door. “Yeah, yeah, she knows,” he said and then hung up. “Hey, sorry, that was my agent.”

	Winona tilted her head slightly and Casey wiggled his hand free of her grasp.

	“Thank you so much for doing this. Once I get things settled, I’ll—”

	“It’s no problem. I need distraction to let my brain reload. This is no trouble.”

	“Okay, well, if…” Winona waved off the thought. “You good, buddy?”

	“Yeah. Can I play the games?” Casey did not look at his mother when he spoke, instead he eyed the door to the office, halfway across the house. Winona left. Casey slipped out of his boots, his socks looking like flappy dog tongues as he ran.

	In the office, Dane sat on boxes watching Casey attempt to maneuver the Count through the mean streets of Sesame, adding and matching. Casey caught on eventually—it wasn’t nearly as hard as Paperboy. The Count was on the lookout for the number six, and things became boring quickly. It was the same over and over, but with bigger numbers and Casey knew all the way to ten.  

	“That Count gets kind of obnoxious—ha-ha-ha!—eh?” Dane said. 

	Casey frowned with half his face, nodding.

	Tiny Toons started and instantly Casey brightened. 

	“I can’t believe they weren’t sued…I guess maybe they were.”

	Casey kept his eyes on the screen. “How come?”

	“The gameplay’s an obvious rip-off of Super Mario Bros. Three. Kick out the plumbers and the Goombas, and toss in some baby-sized fuzzy heroes and evil rabbits. That doesn’t exactly seem like original content to me.”

	“What’s sued?”

	Dane grinned. “It’s America’s favorite pastime.”

	“Oh, yeah.”

	Two hours passed in a blink after Dane left the office. 

	Casey eventually got up between worlds and looked out to the living room. Dane had stretched out on the couch and was reading the kind of book that almost never had any pictures. 

	Casey returned to the office for a while but got a little bored alone.

	“Dane?”

	Dane almost tossed the book across the room. Startled. He began laughing. 

	Casey started laughing too, a fake laugh because he didn’t want Dane to feel bad that his joke about throwing the book wasn’t so good.

	“I’m hungry,” he said.

	“Right. Two options: leftover rice with bits of pork and onion, or peanut butter and strawberry jam on French-style bread. Do you eat peanut butter?”

	Of course, he loved it. He nodded.

	“What about jam?”

	Nodded again, but not as hard because jam sometimes got too sticky and runny and made his teeth feel funny, underneath.

	“You eat crusts?” Dane said.

	Casey shrugged.

	Dane pointed to the couch. “You sit, I’ll make the sandwich.” He went out to the kitchen and got to fixing the meal. He was gone long enough for Casey to open the book Dane had been reading. He flipped all the way through. He was right, not one picture inside, and the cover was just a tree.

	“It’s white bread,” Casey said as he chewed. Smacking a pink wad, he added, “I like white.”

	“Right. Do you want a glass of water?”

	“Juice.”

	“Sorry, kid. I am juice free. You can have water, milk, or coffee.”

	“Umm, coffee.”

	Dane grinned. “I lied. You can’t have coffee.”

	“Umm, milk.”

	Dane retreated to the kitchen again and came back with a glass. He handed it off and said, “Hopefully it’s all right. I had to do some math, only had six percent, so I added water.”

	Casey looked at the cup and took a sip. “Okay.”

	“Good. Stay put, think I’d better get my own sandwich.”

	After the meal, Casey planned to hop back onto the computer, but Dane said that likely wasn’t good, for some reason. “Maybe your mom will get mad.”

	Casey huffed, but didn’t argue. She did get mad sometimes about what she called screen time. Of course, that was back when he used his dad’s tablet.

	“Hey, let’s read a book or something.” Dane stood and stepped to a bookshelf made of old soda crates. “Hands-on marketing for the future. If I get you hooked on the right kind of stories now, you’ll become an addict and will have to buy everything I write when you’re older.”

	“Like what? A no pictures book?” Casey said. This idea didn’t sound so great, but probably his mom wouldn’t get mad, probably.

	“Dinosaurs?”

	Casey sat up, wide-eyed. “I love dinosaurs.”

	~

	Across the field, past the pool, and to the schoolhouse, Winona had fought a barrage of distrust. “You’re being sexist and paranoid,” she said to herself as she started her car and rolled out toward the highway.

	Work seemed like work at first, but became interesting quickly.

	“You’re new,” said a tall, broad-shouldered, youngish man with pale brown eyes, slightly yellowy around expanded black pupils.

	Winona thought there were two possibilities, one being that he was high and the other being that he liked what he saw. A blush warmed up from her chest into her throat and cheeks. “That I am. What can I get you?” 

	The man was around her age, give or take a few birthdays. He had meaty hands—attribute acquired via heavy labor almost surely. His smile was kind, and Winona put the man’s nature not far from Yuri’s: busy stud.

	“One special and one Coors Light, please and thank you.”

	The menu sat on the table untouched. Winona picked it up with her left hand to be sure, if he was perceptive, that she revealed a band-less ring finger. Knowing she did things like this made her want to scream. It would take a great effort not to shake her hips extra when she walked away.

	One, two, three steps, no good. Nature did what it did. Life kept spinning thanks to chemical reaction. Butterflies danced the dance of interest in her guts and the action shimmied down to her butt and thighs.

	“God, he’s a fox, huh?” Brianna asked. Twenty. Chubby. Pretty face. Hard worker.

	“Sure, but looks only go so far.”

	“I wouldn’t know. I date guys that rate about a five, much better than that, and I’m meat. Get up to a nine or ten and I’m a party gag.” Brianna said this without a trace of self-pity. The facts as she knew them.

	“Is he okay?” Winona said.

	“Everybody has rumors. All I know for sure about Jerome Canon is that he drives old people around from the home and helps run the local little league. His wife left him last year, took the cutest little girl too.”

	“Relationships suck sometimes,” Winona said and then explained the order. The special was lasagna, the toughest part right then was toasting the garlic bread.

	“Does he want parmesan on top?”

	“Shit.” Winona made to turn back.

	“Kidding, he doesn’t. Never does,” Brianna said. “But be sure to ask.”

	“Right, of course.”

	Winona stepped away, took a Coors Light from the fridge and a mug from beneath the counter. It was cool so close to the ground. She gave it a quick rinse with the bar tap and put the beer and the mug on a brown plastic platter with a cork surface.

	“Thank you,” Jerome said and took a mouthful straight from the bottle.

	Winona went off to check on the three other tables while two more people stepped through the door. 

	The shift went by quickly. Jerome stayed for three quiet beers and left Winona a ten-dollar tip. Most of the other tables left change, a couple bucks, a few times she hit twenty-five percent. It proved to be a good night and Brianna had most of the kitchen clean by the time Winona flipped the last chair, ready for the vacuum. 

	“I like a helpful waitress,” Brianna said.

	During lulls, Brianna had explained that she’d worked for Frankie since she was fourteen. Frankie had let her do dishes and then prep and then step up to the grill. She waited tables some days too. Brianna had no kids, no boyfriend, and no prospects from the local pool. She moved out of her mother’s house when she was seventeen and graduated high school weeks before her twentieth birthday, taking two courses a semester to make up for the lost year. The plan was to save up enough to go to college and come away without too much debt to pay off. 

	Winona kept quiet. Listening was groundwork. There were times when she let go of bits of her existence, but mostly she let Briana do the verbal lifting. 

	She left a step ahead of Briana, waving over her shoulder. She drove to Dane’s in a good mood—she’d considered parking at her house and walking, but decided against it. 

	She knocked on the door. Knocked again, harder. Her imagination began down the horrid path of what helpful men did with young boys. Winona pulled open the door and rushed inside. Dane was on the couch, blinking. Sleep creases touched his left cheek and the hair at the back of his head was mussy.

	“Hey, I guess I fell—I mean, I was reading to him. He fell asleep and then I did. Guess he’s back at it,” Dane said and pointed to the office. The sound of Tiny Toons Adventures ran steadily, though quietly. “How was work?”

	“Good,” Winona said, taking a breath. “Come on, buddy.”

	“Okay.”

	The game music continued.

	“Buddy.”

	“Okay.”

	And still…Dane smiled. “Kids haven’t changed. I was that kid. I remember one time my dad was so mad he kicked the game out of the system and then—” Dane stopped himself abruptly and shook his head. 

	Winona looked at him, puzzled. The man had spent too much time by himself, the social barriers had crumbled or at least cracked.

	“Do you need me again?” he said.

	“Yes, if you wouldn’t mind. Same time tomorrow.”

	On the way home, Winona interrogated Casey about what had gone on. The limited activity seemed hardly enough. The visit was way too normal, reasonable. Complete innocence and reliability was tough to admit when a single man enjoyed time with a little boy. 

	What’s so difficult about that notion? 

	Inside, Winona sat in the living room a floor below her sleeping son. Once she received confirmation of employment, she went to the liquor store in Moreland and purchased a cheap box of white wine. Seventy-thirty, she’d mixed wine with sparkling water. 

	It was so nice to relax. Peaceful.

	The alcohol warmed her wonderfully. 

	She listened for any hint that Casey was awake. She heard none.

	She imagined Jerome’s head and hands. Imagined them touching her. Imagined his lips and tongue between her thighs. God he was sexy. Winona closed her eyes and traced the lines beneath her pajama bottoms. She shuddered and licked the inside of her cheek. Both hands busied, building sensation. In her shirt and beneath her pants. How long had it been since she’d been in the mood for this?

	Upstairs, Casey emitted a squeak that she did not hear.

	~

	Something small roused Casey from his sleep. He opened his eyes and then stiffened for just a heartbeat. A body snuggled tight against him. He nuzzled in close, knowing his mother when he felt her.

	“Child, it’s almost time for school,” said the voice belonging to the figure with a mouth against his ear.

	Casey inhaled deeply and opened his sleepy eyes wide. That voice was not his mother’s voice. 

	“Mom?” he whispered.

	“Soon.” 

	A hand reached into the back of his pants and pinched his ass cheek. He screamed. 

	Winona had finished her glass, had long finished the sticky euphoric task, and burst as if the world was falling and she had to catch it. Up the stairs, her hands reeking of sexual release, she peered at her son through the nightlight glow for two seconds before flipping the switch. 

	He sat stiff and held shaky arms forward, fingers dancing for hugs. Tears streamed his cheeks.

	“Oh, buddy.” Winona latched on and took in his scent—earthy and rotten.

	In his pants, the soupy black mess reeked horribly. Unlike any mistake she’d smelled him make before. 

	“Mom, there was a lady in my bed!” Casey moaned and then wailed, over and over, tones interchanging with every rendition of the cry. “A lady…in. My. Bed!”

	The cotton pajamas clung to his butt, stained black. The mess covered the two fingertip bruises already turning a deep shade of purple. Winona had no other option and forced the frightened child into the shower, rinsing his backside, primarily.

	She’d broken down when it came to bathing herself and showered without knowing what might lurk within the pipes. She hadn’t put Casey in this situation. Only enough water remained from Dane’s tap to brew a pot of coffee and to mix a jug of juice. 

	“It’s okay, there’s no lady. You were dreaming. What did Dane feed you?”

	“Peanut butter and jam. He had white bread. I like white bread. But she was there, Mom.” Casey spoke with an adorable, graven tone. 

	“You played games and he read to you, what did he read?”

	“Dinosaurs on the beach park.”

	The nightmare seemed natural. Pulled from the universe rather than his experience with Dane. That was good. Winona continued asking questions to keep his focus off the water pattering over him. 

	“You haven’t had an accident in a long time,” Winona said, as if saying he should be proud.

	“I didn’t poop,” he said.

	This was weird, but he’d never pooped during a nightmare. This lady in his room must’ve been some monster.

	 


Twelve

	Dane awoke at 5:40 AM and popped from bed, spry and ready. Nearly through with The Freeze novelization, he decided today was the day he’d finish it. Coffee brewing, he sat at his computer with the usual webpages closed and wrote. He’d re-watched the rough finale twice the evening before and in his sleep, his subconscious ticked the already high-octane ending up a notch. 

	In the movie, the heroes got away after the serial killer fell into the cold Atlantic. Moments later, the killer attempted to climb onto the boat while a harried, freezing, and battered teen in a wet T-shirt—nipples standing alert as the Queen’s Guard—struck at his face with a paddle until he floated away.

	Roll credits.

	Dane added a third tap, the boat rocking, the killer rising, and the battered teen using the paddle again until it snapped. She jammed the jagged handle into the killer’s eye, sinking him back below the frosty surf…

	The warmth of the cabin thawed the flesh, but the freeze was deep. What she’d taken was almost as much as he’d taken. The cold was a cold that would never leave, and how could it? A temperature so low it entered her blood and froze her heart. That kind of cold was forever.

	Through the porthole, gazing east, pink light danced over the black waters. She exhaled a deep breath and watched the snowflake frost dance over the glass. Tears rolled her cheeks and she feared icicles forming on the soft surface of her flesh. Real or imagined, those icicles cut deep, revealing a girl damned by the freeze.

	He sat back smiling, thinking this bit of overindulgence was something Jack Cole might’ve enjoyed. And why not?

	 

	 


Thirteen

	Bundled tight, Andy Osborne started off down the road with his dog by his side to meet the new neighbor. Walking had been of sparse interest to Chauncey, not that it was right to push blame; sometimes dogs needed encouragement in the same way that people needed a reason. Visiting the neighbor covered both angles.

	Andy had been local to the county road on the outskirts of Moreland for more than sixty years. He grew up on a farm only two miles from his current home. So many changes to the neighborhood were rare: the new waitress at the diner, the fella taking up his uncle’s spot, and the unseasonal warmth sticking around. The thermostat read well into the forties, cold enough to get into the bones, but plenty balmy given that he’d seen -10° F on November days not even twenty years earlier. 

	“Come on, come on, Chauncey. Let’s go meet the F-N-G,” Andy said.

	In a youthful revolt to farming, way back when, Andy spent five years in the army. The training proved tougher than the tasks. Some years, guys got lucky, give or take a decade or two, and things could’ve been gravely different. Hell, he was only two years draft ineligible by the time President Nixon’s attention waned. 

	The army woke him up to what he wanted from life, so after five years of service, he took his saved-up wages and a lump offered by his father and purchased a small parcel of farmland. He built a house, married, farmed, and eventually divorced. 

	“Keep up, you fat mutt.” Andy looked back at the sleepy-eyed fourteen-year-old pug. 

	Blind in one eye and going deaf, the dog ambled on. 

	“Come on, come on.”

	Andy got Chauncey after Herbie died. He got Herbie when Dot left with Scraps. Herbie was a Newfoundlander, big, slobbery, and loveable. Purchased out of spite. Dot refused any big dogs on the grounds that they were a messy hassle. Turned out she was right, but Herbie was a good boy. Chauncey was better. Even with the ailments tacking up higher with each passing month, the little guy was a nicer companion, ate less, and made less of a less.

	He’d never become friends with the crotchety Warren Kirby—relative and benefactor to the writer now occupying the place. Andy had made a point of looking away whenever he passed by. Warren treated everybody in the country like they were lesser beings. Folks suggested he had some high education, but Andy never knew for sure.

	“All right, be ready to run if he’s like his grandfather,” Andy said to the dog as they turned onto the short laneway. 

	Their footfalls crunched the frosty gravel and Andy took a deep breath before knocking. They stood. They waited. Both faced the closed door, almost as if it itself might offer a greeting.

	Dane swung the door wide, big, easy smile on his face. “Hello?”

	One week after the completion of the manuscript, the check for the rough draft hit his account—after Sylvia took her share. A great weight had left Dane’s shoulders. The freedom of straddling the poverty line rather than the oppression of sinking beneath it proved a damned fine state of being. 

	“Hey there, I’m your neighbor and I thought I’d—”

	“Come on in out of the cold. Holy look at this guy.” Dane knelt as he stepped aside and smiled at the dog waiting patiently for an invitation. “You too, pup.”

	“Chauncey, come on.”

	Hot coffee with a spoonful of Carnation hot chocolate powder in each of their cups, the men traded tales. Dane laughed at the pussyfooting around the topic of his dead uncle—uncle, not grandfather, he’d corrected, though admitted he’d thought of Warren as a grandfather when he was a kid. They didn’t dwell on the topic, and Andy asked about the waitress. Dane explained her and then the child, how they had some water issues, and crossed the backyards past the old pool, to borrow from the tap.

	“Got a boy?”

	“Yeah, smart as it gets for a kid not yet four. I think. Maybe I was just a stupid kid.”

	“He’s been by the old pool?” Andy nearly whispered this question, his face drawn into something between sadness and worry.

	“All the time, why?” Dane’s eyebrows lifted toward his strong hairline.

	Andy collected his reaction, pocketed it, and shrugged. “Gets dangerous around there. Better to keep young ones away from open pools like that.”

	“Pretty shallow, mostly mud.”

	“Well, yeah, sure,” Andy said. “Can never be too careful… So how does writing work? You read lots?”

	The magic question. Dane’s expression changed and he nearly bounced. “Are you a reader?” he asked. 

	“Sure, a bit, nothing like too, smart, uh…I like spy books and war books, sometimes some other stuff. Suspense, sometimes something on the spooky side. I read Misery and Silence of the Lambs,” Andy said, his tone in defensive stance. “I guess probably nothing as good as what you read.”

	Dane shook his head. “Don’t get much better than King and Harris. You want some unsolicited advice? Never apologize for what you like to read. Whole industries create livelihoods off the lowest brow books; only the newspapers and university teachers and high-minded bloggers say boo negative about them. Don’t regret what you like to read. Regret what you’ll never have time to read.”

	Andy smiled and Dane smiled, together they drank a pot of coffee while Chauncey slept on the shoe mat by the door. After two hours, Andy left with rough paperback copies of The Other, Not for Nothing, and The Association. Three books Dane had replaced with nicer copies, once he’d found them on used racks—before he’d moved to Moreland. Andy promised to stop by later in the week with Gorky Park and The Tristan Betrayal.

	“Come on, faster we go, quicker we get under a warm blanket and the fire going,” Andy said to Chauncey as they hurried back up the road, the warm spell seemed ready to disappear altogether.

	~

	“Why can’t I go to Dane’s no more?”

	If they wasted another minute, she’d be late for her shift. “Anymore, and he’s not a babysitter, buddy. He did us a big favor, but he has a life of his own.”

	“But the games?” Casey pouted.

	Winona was glad it was that, the games, and not a misguided affection. It would be easier to turn the relationship to cordial neighbors moving forward. She had her test results back and the report was exceptional for a well. 

	“We’ll be able to get you games real soon. Now, move it.”

	“What about the dinosaurs? He reads about the dinosaurs.”

	“Not now, buddy. Out to the car, go.”

	Susannah Dutch, twenty-nine, mother of three, all girls—the eldest six—had gone to the diner to tack a flyer on the corkboard next to the coat rack. She was available for babysitting, evenings and some weekends. The connection was simple, a good fit. Under the table dollars put seven bucks an hour in the woman’s hands and an agreeable, befitting, normal, expected sitter was within reach. Susannah, at the very edge of town, was not far from the diner—if the properties between were removed, it would’ve been a straight mile from the schoolhouse—so the expenditure of fuel was minimal, and with tips, Winona’s average hourly wage was nearly seventeen dollars, two-thirds of which was also untaxed. 

	~

	Dane smiled when he saw Winona. She was busy bussing two tables’ worth of dishes, utensils, and glasses. Brownish stains rode her shirt like fresh bruises. Coffee, most likely. Maybe gravy. Maybe pudding. Maybe just grease.

	Dane sat across from an empty seat at a table for two, against a wall. Three four-seat tables surrounded it in a semi-circle. One was empty and the other two had families. Husband, wife, son, and daughter according to appearances, all pale white, dark coats draped over chair backs. Like mirror images aside from hair tones. The discussion at one table surrounded a new teacher at the high school and at the other was the general status of a local junior hockey team.

	A photograph hung on the wall above Dane’s table. It featured the joint in the glory years of home cooking. Moreland Family Diner the sign above the doorway read, mid-twentieth century trucks, battered and weathered, lined the gravel parking lot. A bulky man wearing an apron, cigarette between his puffy lips, arms draped over his chest, squinted into the sun behind the individual holding the camera. 

	“Hey, you,” Winona said. 

	Her workplace smile scrunched her eyes further and Dane’s heart pounded double time. Right there, with some of the stress lifted from her features, she was all kinds of beautiful. 

	“Long time no see.”

	“No, I wondered if you skipped town. Must’ve gotten your water figured out.”

	The smile never faltered, and Winona nodded with everything from her ribs up. “That’s right. No more bugging you.”

	“Replaced me as a babysitter too.”

	“Ha, well, you have a life to live.”

	“I suppose that’s easy enough to assume. I liked having Casey though. Reimagining Jurassic Park into something G-rated was more fun than I expected.”

	Winona laughed. The forced variety by the sound of it.

	“Anyway, I’ll just take a cheeseburger, no tomato, no mayo, if you do that here, and no relish, everything else. Fries, gravy on the side. Please and thank you.”

	“You want the regular burger or the Dolly Dimples?” Winona asked, her smile finally falling.

	“I’ll take the bigger one, I suppose the Dolly Dimples. And water to drink.”

	“Coming right up.” Winona bounced away.

	Dane watched her and came to the conclusion that he had to ask her on something formal. A date of some fashion. Her absence lately, alongside finishing the novelization, had his mind leaning her way a dozen times a day.

	The water glass came back too quickly for his nerves, and still, Dane nearly stopped her, but didn’t. He’d make his move when she returned with the food. The feeling hit: right then, he was one of the high school kids leaning on the wall looking across the dance floor at the girls against the opposite wall. 

	Through the door came a tall cowboy of a man. He brought with him a cool breeze and fresh air so crisp it made the fry grease reek double. He gave Dane a frown. Dane wondered if he’d stolen the man’s seat. The only open and clean spot was at a four-seat table, also against the wall. The man sat with his back to Dane.

	Winona crossed the room, a blooming smile on her face. She put a hand on the man’s shoulder. 

	“Hi,” she said. “What’ll you have?”

	“I’ll taste whatever you’re serving, sugar,” he said.

	She laughed and swatted at the man’s barrel chest. 

	He poked a finger, touching gently, into her stomach over a yellowy stain. “You know, that stain reminds me of the kind girls like you make guys leave in back seats,” he said.

	“Buzz off, busy bee,” Winona said, twisting away with minimal effort.

	Dane cringed and tried to close his ears.

	The man closed his hand around Winona’s wrist. “So, I was wondering, if some night you wanted to get a drink…or we could just go back to my place, and I can make you squirm.”

	The man’s free hand pinched and tickled. No need to go anywhere, Winona squirmed right there. 

	“How about we start with a drink?”

	“Tonight?”

	“My kid’s at the sitter, but only ’til I get off. I don’t work tomorrow. I can get an extra night from Susannah, probably. Give me your phone. I’ll put my number in.”

	Dane mulled this over. It sucked, but it wasn’t as if he was heartbroken. Watching the two flirt flowered a bad taste however. Suddenly, being out amid the public seemed like a shitty idea. Winona and the man finished their minor exhibition, and she turned back to head toward the kitchen. 

	Dane reached out a hand to stop her.

	“Hey, Winona. I just got an email and I have to head home. Can I get my order to go, please?”

	She nodded and Dane followed her to the register. His eyes played down over the shape of her back and to her ass and legs. Perhaps he liked her more than he thought. 

	At the till, another woman took over after a three-minute wait. Two polystyrene cartons packed, gravy in a secondary container next to the huge pile of fries, all bagged up and ready. 

	“You’re the writer, Dane Butler, yeah?” Brianna said.

	“I try to be,” Dane said, forking out the bills for the fourteen-dollar tab.

	“Will you sign my Road Hard? I’ve had in my car for two weeks, since Winona told me you moved here. My cousin gave me book for Christmas last year. Boy, I was pissed; I won’t lie. Opening up and seeing a book? I almost never read, but Road Hard is so good! I read all the time now. Not just your books, but lots of stuff.”

	“No lie?”

	Brianna’s nods were almost cartoonish in embellishment.

	“Grab it and I’ll sign it.”

	“Don’t move,” Brianna said as she raced back to the kitchen and then sprinted through the dining room.

	“Where’s she going?” Winona had come up to the register. One of the families followed her. The dad had his wallet out. 

	“Guess she’s a fan.” Dane grinned, victorious.

	“A fan of what?” Winona asked.

	Book in hand, Brianna returned amid a steamy, chilly puff of white. “My cousin Becky’s gonna be psyched to see this. I’m gonna text her. Ha!”

	Dane took the book—trade paperback, corners dinged, pages straightened from dog-eared place markers—and picked up a pen from next to the cash register. “To whom should I make this out to?”

	“Brianna, two Ns, or whatever, your name’s fine.” She watched as Dane scrolled.

	It had been a long time since anyone wanted this done to a book he’d written. 

	To Brianna, my favorite gal in all of Frankie’s

	Dane Butler

	P.S. Passing along books makes the world go ’round, thanks, Cousin Becky

	Brianna read the inscription and squawked. The dad in line grew impatient and cleared his throat. 

	“Hold your horses, Pops,” Dane said.

	The man stiffened and muttered under his breath. His wife hushed him.

	~

	Two televisions in two rooms. A chest of toys ranging from newish to old. Susannah sat on the floor, singing along with the two youngest of her kids in front of the biggest television. The eldest daughter was in her bedroom and Casey sat before a small tube TV in the playroom. A stack of sitter-approved DVDs and VHS cassettes in battered cases rose by the slim black disc-player next to the screen—the VCR was behind a cupboard door below. Casey had chosen Dinosaur. Enthralled when the movie stopped, Casey jumped up to find the button to make it play again. 

	On the screen was a footprint puddle, the options of the DVD listed next to it. Casey picked up the remote and stared at it. Different from the one at home. He tried a button. The tray opened. 

	“No,” he said.

	Behind him, something shifted in the toy chest.

	Casey turned and looked at the wooden box and then the remote, back and forth, as if the remote actually controlled the toys. He hit the same button and the tray closed. FBI warnings flared on the screen. 

	The lid of the chest bumped.

	Casey jumped and spun. He stared down the chest with wide, wide eyes.

	“No,” he said again, but differently from last time. Not no, wrong button, but no, no, no.

	Behind him, the video came alive, and a tyrannosaurus rex chased toward him, ran through him, but the movie was not starting. It was the damned menu again. 

	Casey, frustrated, forgot the chest for the moment and stepped a foot closer to the TV. He hit an arrow on the remote. 

	The lights in the room flickered. He tried another button with an angry stab of his right index finger. 

	The chest jumped with a rattle-bang-crunch. 

	“Mom?” he whispered, unable to recall the sitter’s name. 

	The lights flickered again, and Casey dropped the remote. The room’s door snapped closed, and the lid of the chest popped open as if spring-loaded.

	“Poor Hetty is a-weeping, a-weeping, a-weeping. Poor Hetty is a-weeping on a bright summer’s day.” Voices of children, raspy in a singsong hiss, flowed from the toy chest.

	Casey ran to the door. The knob turned in his hands, but it did nothing, only turned and turned and turned. 

	The lights died. Casey screamed.

	“Why are you weeping, weeping, weeping?”

	The contents of the toy chest began erupting out. The rattling and clattering of plastics and steels, the dull thuds of wood. He imagined a parade in the dark, unnatural and nasty. They were coming. They were coming. They were—Casey screeched for his mother. The door refused to open, and he dared not turn around. 

	The toys and those children, they were coming for him!

	“I’m weeping for a loved one, a loved one, a loved one. I’m weeping…”

	“Let me out!”

	Susannah pushed open the door and Casey fell backward.

	“Did the bulb blow?” she asked, indifferent to Casey.

	He crawled away from the doorway. “There’s people in there,” he whispered.

	“Never did I see a kid so chicken of the dark.” Susannah flipped the light switch. “You just turned it off…look at this mess. You get in there and clean that up.”

	“But the—”

	“Now! Or I’ll tell your mother you were giving me trouble and then she’ll be mad at you. Might even spank you.”

	Casey didn’t know what spank was, but he didn’t want to upset his mom. She got upset about all kinds of other stuff, she didn’t need to get upset about him, too. Besides, with the light on, the room wasn’t so bad.

	Still, that feeling wasn’t ready to go away. “It’s scary.”

	“I’ll be here. Pick up everything you threw.”

	“It was the kids. I didn’t—” Casey started forward, too worried about consequences to focus on the injustice of it all. 

	~

	Drowsy, head nodding, lips wordlessly loose, and saliva drooling were the norm. Casey was anything but that on the ride home. The chatterbox boy spewed a circular narrative concerning events in the small TV room: children in the toy chest, banging toys, and dead lights, because…children in the toy chest. 

	Bad children, like the ones in the parking lot, he’d said.

	“Ah buddy, it’ll be okay.” It was probably about time he acted out. “Things will be better moving forward, promise.”

	Casey scowled and folded his arms over his chest. “They were there. You don’t believe me ’cause you don’t care!” 

	Winona’s free hand rubbed at his back and slow tears slipped down his rosy cheeks. This wasn’t over. Every snowflake falling before the headlights was a child, an evil face rushing at them. Casey closed his eyes. 

	“Mom, is Hetty a person?”

	“Hetty? It’s like an old nickname for people named Henrietta, I think. Why?”

	“Those bad kids said Hetty is sweeping.”

	“Sweeping?”

	“Um, er, no.” Casey tightened his eyes. The words were there, it had to be, he played through the song in his head. “No, a-weeping!”

	“A weeping, like she was a-weeping?”

	Finally getting somewhere, Casey nodded emphatically.

	“This was on a movie?” 

	He wasn’t so stupid to fall for that. “No! It was the kids!”

	“Settle down. I know this hasn’t been easy for you, but we’ll figure it all out.”

	Casey was lost. His mom was doing the adult rambling people did at him. 

	“Don’t you think?” she said.

	“I don’t like Susannah’s house.”

	“Sorry, buddy, she’s got to do. Unfortunately, we need money and I need to work.” 

	Soon enough, she’d get him enrolled in junior kindergarten.

	“Those bad kids are there!”

	“You mean Susannah’s oldest?” Winona asked. “Is she bugging you?”

	“No!” Casey was furious. His mother refused to get it and dammit all, he gave her the facts. There were evil kids following him. “These are bad kids that live in the toys!”

	They pulled onto the short lane at the schoolhouse. The white paint and windows reflected their headlights back at them, dulling some when Winona cut the engine.

	“Enough for tonight, okay? Mommy’s tired and I need some quiet. Your bedtime anyway.”

	In the cold dark house, Casey saw the evil children everywhere. In the shadows were hungry shapes. The surety vanished once the lights lit. It would be a two nightlight kind of sleep for him and he refused to go to bed until Winona checked everywhere. Once beneath the sheets, she couldn’t leave until she read him a story. 

	Dr. Seuss to the rescue.

	 


Fourteen

	From the proverbial trunk, Dane pulled the cleanest unpublished manuscript to send out on the tail of the movie novelization. The film was about a serial killer and the story from the trunk was about a monster creeping closer and closer until the time came to consume. Not so different in some aspects, but different enough that he wouldn’t pigeonhole himself. 

	He worked for six hours, combing through something he’d already rewritten a half-dozen times. Finished a quarter, he settled for the day. The story was good, as good as he remembered, if not better. 

	To put some atmospheric imagery in his head, he sat down to revisit Pan’s Labyrinth. Afternoon became evening and he ate a frozen pizza while watching Wes Craven’s New Nightmare—his favorite Freddy film. It had been dark for nearly two hours when the credits rolled. Quiet in the house, Dane sat back, immersed in his headscape. He’d have to return to the beginning. There were spots, situations that could easily become stickier, cobweb ridden, and shadow laden. An icy breeze. A scent. A foreboding memory.

	A knock at the door jarred him from the wonderful, horrible place. He stood from the couch that faced his laptop. There were lights blazing through the kitchen windows. Too dark to see around them, Dane stepped to the door. After a deep breath and a short laugh at himself, Dane opened up, knowing Krueger wasn’t out there. 

	Winona. 

	She wore tight red jeans and bright lipstick, something he’d never seen. Her hair was down and dolled with chemicals. She wore perfume that threatened to melt his knees. 

	“I have a—Casey’s sitter left a note on her door, some emergency, and I’m supposed to meet—Susannah was going to take him but—And I have,” Winona rambled.

	Of course, Dane knew about the date. He’d listened in on the plans.

	“I’ll take Casey for the night, if that’s what you want.” Jealousy was silly. Only a whim that he’d lost out on, and hell, maybe in the future, if things didn’t work out… “Don’t want you to miss your date.”

	Winona brightened and then frowned. She ran back to the car to retrieve her relieved son. Casey burst out and rushed past Dane.

	“I might be late,” Winona said.

	“I’ve got a couch if I need to put him to bed. I guess I will either way, huh?”

	“You’ll figure it out,” Winona said, turning away. “I owe you, big time.”

	Dane watched the car pull away. He closed his door and shivered against the warmth. The snow had all melted during the day. It seemed poised to offer a new dusting that night. 

	“Now, kid, tell me, did you want to play games or read about dinosaurs?”

	“Games!” Casey seemed to vibrate.

	Dane moved the computer back into the office and loaded one of the new games he’d found for the emulator. Snoopy’s Silly Sports Spectacular was not quite spectacular and that was all too apparent quickly. Dane loaded another. Excitebike was better for the kid, simple as he wanted it to be—once Dane created a befitting course.

	“How come it looks so bad?”

	Dane laughed. “That’s how it worked in the ’Eighties and ’Nineties, what do you expect?”

	The kid did not answer and went on crashing, reloading, and crashing again. While maneuvering the bike, an idea struck. Dane preferred the old NES, but there were other system emulators and games to download. He assumed downloading the old cartridge games was illegal. Then again, if he somehow purchased a system and cartridges now, Nintendo was not seeing a cent of it, and neither was anyone who’d worked on the games. 

	“How about I find some better looking games?”

	“Umm, okay. I’m hungry.”

	Dane typed quickly. “Give me a second, I’ll get this downloading and then we’ll get you a bite. Deal?”

	“Umm, okay.”

	Sitting at an ancient table in need of sandpaper and varnish, Dane and Casey ate graham crackers with Nutella spread. 

	“So what’s your babysitter like?”

	Mouth full of brown mush, Casey said, “Okay…there’s bad kids singing in the toys.”

	“Bad kids?”

	“Yeah, they sing. Hetty sweeping, err. A-weeping, no, umm…”

	“Wild. What did these kids look like?”

	“I only saw them at Mom’s restaurant. They were all scary and black stuff comed out their mouths.”

	It sounded like a dream or a great story idea. Dane was enthralled.

	“So they sing about Hetty, and their mouths leak black stuff? Are they pale and creepy, like ghosts?”

	“Did you seem’m?” Casey’s eyes bugged.

	“No, but that sounds like ghosts. Do you know about the vast, wonderful, and sometimes troubling, human imagination?”

	Casey shook his head and accepted another square.

	“Right, so sometimes things live in your head, but no place else. See, like, the stuff feels real to you, but not to anyone else. It’s because sometimes stuff just goes on upstairs.” Dane tapped his temple. “The brain is full of magic.”

	“No, ’cause the toys.”

	“The toys?”

	“They all went flying! And then I had to clean.”

	“You had to clean up the toys that the ghost kids threw around? That’s not fair. Did you look in the toy box at all, before the singing I mean?”

	Casey considered it. “Maybe.”

	“Do you think it’s possible you forgot taking the toys out the box?”

	“No!”

	“Are you sure? I do things all the time and don’t remember. Usually it’s my imagination getting me sidetracked, and my body’s going one way and my brain’s going the other.”

	“Okay.”

	The kid did not get it and was not willing to understand. Not a big deal, move on. He wasn’t daddy, he was only a second-string sitter. They returned to the office after short glasses of milk. Dane now kept a liter of both milk and fruit punch for the occasion that Casey might visit. 

	Mario Kart on an N64 emulator until bedtime. Dane read from Jurassic Park, adjusting and adding. The dinosaurs became almost like giant dogs, testing limits. Nobody was dino chow.

	~

	The theater in Moreland had a single screen and the films were regularly between three and six months old by the time they hit it. Stuber was the only option. The movie was guy-funny and Jerome had a boisterous and irritating laugh. Winona did her best to ignore it. A laugh was not like snoring, a laugh only disturbed for a second. God, she hoped he didn’t snore.

	Two-thirds through the movie, Jerome put his hand on Winona’s knee. She imagined that hand rising, petting her like a teenager. She let loose a long sigh while others roared, caught up in the enthusiasm of a crowd. Once the credits began and the lights climbed from dark to dim, Jerome leaned over and blew hot popcorn breath against Winona’s cheek. “I’ve got some energy, if you’d like to keep this going.”

	She couldn’t say no. There were times in the last week when she’d been almost unbearably horny, several times. It was difficult to recall if they were stronger than the feelings she had right now. 

	Time and experience changed people. Remove the small social expectations of youth, add years of sexual activity, add recognizing and fully understanding nature’s design for sex, and top it off with the walking, talking result of sex, and things became much easier to do on a whim.

	“I’m full of energy,” she whispered back.

	Jerome’s hand squeezed on her knee, almost too tightly. The grip lifted and they stood. Acting the norm was simple enough on the outside. On the inside, Winona had to promise herself she wasn’t going to jump the man as soon as they got back out to his truck. 

	“Where are we going?” Winona asked from the passenger’s side. Please say your house, goddamn you. Say it!

	They’d met at the restaurant. She parked and he pushed open the door of his Dodge Ram, diesel, four-wheel drive. No matter where they went, she’d eventually end up back at work.

	“Dunkin’ Donuts’, it’s the only place left open in Moreland.”

	A brick crashed onto her hope. Jerome drove the three blocks and parked near the rear of the long lot, feet beyond the direct shine of a high lamp. 

	Winona pulled the handle of her door and the overhead light lit.

	“Where you going?” 

	Winona closed the door and sat back. “Nowhere, I guess.”

	“You have a kid. I like that. You know why?”

	“No, why?”

	“It’s proof you’re down to fuck.” Jerome gracefully climbed over the center console into the backseat. 

	Winona, getting what she wanted, a little more brashly than she expected, sat looking forward a moment. Was she really the kind of woman that let a man take her in a coffee shop parking lot on the first date?

	Fingers latched onto Winona’s hair and bent her head back. A tongue darted into her mouth and explored like a warm slug. She let it. A hand pushed down into her tight belt line and she lifted her pelvis to the meaty, exploring fingers.

	Yes, she was this kind of woman. Whatever the hell the world wanted to make of it, none of that mattered.

	Into the backseat, her mouth filled as a hand pushed her head hard into Jerome’s lap. She gagged and he laughed that awful laugh. Fucking was never the same with two different men and Winona tried to keep up with the unfamiliar grabbing, pushing, and yanking. From behind, her face pressed against the rear door, Jerome pounded into her, squeezing her breasts until they throbbed.

	Unexpected, so much so that it was difficult to tell if the experience was good or bad. He came, moaning. She didn’t, but she wasn’t ready. The method threw her mind from the submersion in the act and away from the headspace that let the fluids flow.

	“That was great, maybe next time we’ll go to my place,” Jerome said. He’d driven them back to the diner after pulling around to the drive-thru for a donut.

	Winona had become like a thing used and wasn’t certain she wanted to be somebody’s fuck buddy. Then again, Jerome was sexy, and if she figured out to work her rhythm alongside his, the sex might be fantastic. 

	“Who knows, maybe I’ll start playing hard to get.”

	Jerome sniggered. “Be the first mother ever.”

	Winona stuck out her tongue, embarrassed. This comment suggested anything but parity, as if she didn’t have a choice, as if his rules were the only ones that mattered. 

	“Want to get together some afternoons? I can come by the diner for quickies.”

	“We’ll see,” she said, thinking there was no way. She was a grown woman acting like a needy child. 

	He leaned over and gave her a soft kiss.

	~

	The knock at the door was gentle. Dane was in the office reading while Casey was camped out on the couch. After midnight and uncertain of protocol, Dane went to the door, thinking maybe he should’ve just gotten the kid up and bundled before answering. Instead, he answered.

	The Winona on the stoop looked very different from the Winona from earlier. Her hair was disheveled, makeup smeared, and her scent had changed. The perfume was there, but so were a few other odors.

	“Looks like you had a good time.” 

	He hadn’t meant to say it. He barked a nervous laugh. A short, perfectly normal laugh.

	Winona said, “I did have a good time.”

	“Glad. Me and Casey had fun too. He was telling me about the kids in the toys. That’s some imagination.”

	“Okay, I’ll just grab him then.” Winona didn’t even take a moment to brush off her shoes as she stepped around Dane, 

	“He’s on the couch,” Dane said.

	Winona put her hands under her son and lifted him. Dane tucked the throw blanket around the child as he latched onto his mother. 

	“Thanks. Hopefully I won’t have to do that to you again.”

	“You know, with the scares and stuff…I mean he’s good around here. If you wanted, some evenings, I can take him. No trouble. It keeps me from being too much like a hermit.”

	Winona walked quickly. “We’ll see. I feel more comfortable with Susannah. She has experience with children.”

	Dane stiffened. “Right. See ya later and like I said, anytime you’re out getting laid and your comforting and experienced sitter bails unexpectedly, you know where I am.”

	“Do you have a problem?” 

	Dane held open the door. A tepid wind blew over the cold, the wishy-washy pre-winter norm. 

	“No, but you do, and I don’t get it.”

	“Maybe it’s not normal for a grown man to want to spend time with someone else’s son.”

	Dane had followed her out. He opened the passenger’s side door to let Winona set Casey down inside. 

	“Sorry, I’ll try to be more like the cowboy.” Dane stomped back to the house, gathered Casey’s coat and boots to take them out. 

	“Listen here—” Winona started.

	Dane didn’t give her a chance to finish. The coat and boots went into the back seat of the car, and he rushed inside the house. 

	 


Fifteen

	The sound of a puck ringing around the boards had the men in the heated and licensed section of the arena’s food booth busy with chatter. The first game of the season was three weeks earlier, and it hadn’t gone well—losing 9-1 against Grand Forks. The second game was only slightly better, same with the third, and the fourth was a 12-0 blowout loss to Duluth. The coach was now holding a second tryout. 

	Moreland had only so many options for drinking and comradery and the rink bar was open, even if it was for nothing more than a high-intensity scrimmage. “You nail that new waitress yet?” Larry Johnson, a bachelor at fifty, said.

	Jerome took a sip from his beer bottle, swallowed, and grinned. “I don’t kiss and tell.”

	Larry Johnson scoffed at this. “You don’t need to. I can almost smell it on ya. Smells like pussy to me.”

	It was Jerome’s turn to scoff.

	The Blue Line Bar featured standing room only of local men and women on game nights, but during open practices, a boy’s club existed. Eleven men made up three semi-circle groups, all facing the glass, watching the twenty-nine young men on the ice, twenty of whom had already made the team but were now facing unexpected cuts.

	The door at the back opened and a fresh whiff of small town arena—sweat, recycled air, hints of ammonia—followed a thin, middle aged man in a cardigan sweater and tan khakis. He stepped to the bar, ordered a Heineken, paid with a five and coins, and moved to the glass overlooking the ice surface. 

	Larry Johnson said to the man, “Any good meat this year?”

	Otis Conway Jr. swallowed hard the mouthful he’d taken from the green bottle. A cough crept up his throat.

	“You’re one sick prick.” Jerome reached over and patted his meaty palm against Otis’ thin shoulder.

	“You know what they say, if there’s grass on the field—”

	“Larry, I can hardly believe you haven’t had to go door-to-door explaining to your neighbors that a sex offender lives nearby.” Otis took another sip. Otis was Mr. Conway at work, or Principal Conway.

	“Do they really do that?” Pete Lan asked. Pete wore his work coveralls, blue with grease accents, and a very dirty red hat.

	“I’ve never heard of anyone doing it here, saw it on movies. Not that Larry would need to go door-to-door. Not a soul in town doesn’t know he’s a perv,” Jerome said.

	Larry laughed along with the others but sneered. He downed his Bud Light and walked away from the group, toward the bar window.

	“So what did I miss?” Otis asked.

	“Jerome was just not telling us about the new waitress.” Pete said. 

	Otis’ eyes widened. “She moved into the old schoolhouse, correct?”

	“Yep. Guess she’s the product of the old couple—”

	“The Aberlins, Lydia and Oren. They bought that kickass Winnebago and took to the road. Man, what a life.” Pete sipped from a Bud Light, eyes blank, as if seeing the great vehicle barreling down highways, not a stress in the world.

	Jerome nodded. “Right. The daughter, the waitress—”

	This time, Conway interrupted. “She has a child, correct?”

	“Yeah.” Jerome frowned.

	“A boy?” Otis turned to face Jerome.

	“Yeah.”

	“How old?”

	“Now who’s the fucking perv, huh?” Larry asked, stepping back up to the group.

	All but Jerome and Otis laughed.

	“Kid’s young.”

	Otis relaxed some. “A toddler?”

	Larry wasn’t letting go. “A toddler, you sick sonofabitch. Grass on the field and I get reamed out, this guy’s interested in babies. Boy babies.”

	The others had gone quiet.

	“Older.” Jerome took another sip.

	“But not in school?”

	“Why you so worried about it?” Jerome asked the principal. 

	This snapped Otis out of it. “Purely professional. You know I’m on the board, too, not just principal.” Which was true, but he had nothing to do with intake.

	“Oh, yeah,” Pete said. On the ice, one of the under-agers took a hit and lost his helmet. “Ugh, that boy don’t have the size to compete.”

	Larry said, “That’s the Joyce kid. I heard he’s queer.”

	“Fuck’s that got to do with hockey playing?” another man said as the group tightened eyes at the glass.

	The conversation shifted. Otis Conway Jr. kept a side eye on Jerome Canon. He then chugged back the remaining two-thirds of his drink and departed, saying, “Well, see yas around.” He set his empty bottle on a table and made for the door.

	Outside, he retrieved his cellphone from his pocket and called Anton Trembley.

	The mayor answered on the third ring. “Hello?”

	“What do we know about the people who moved into the schoolhouse?”

	~

	“What are you doing in here?” Elizabeth Snell stood in the dim doorway, head leaned against the jamb. She wore flannel pajama pants and a white tee. Feet bare.

	Stu Snell was on a rolling office chair. Old fashioned with a linen seat and chrome extremities. Surrounding him on the floor were the contents of three desk drawers. For years, he’d gathered bits and pieces that didn’t fit anywhere directly, not useful in a formal sense, but holding value with the voice that hung out at the back of his head. 

	“Thought I’d clean out my top drawer and then,” he waved his arms, palms up, over the mess before him, “this happened.”

	“So you’re not coming to bed?”

	“What? What time—Ah, hell.” He looked at the slightly crooked wall clock hanging above the silly fat cats calendar Elizabeth had bought him for Christmas. “Sorry, I’d better clean this up some.”

	Elizabeth said nothing more. 

	Stu listened to her feet tap gently, skin on hardwood, down the hall. Several hours into it; he’d begun fine and reasonable, he’d collected arrant paperclips and elastic bands, made piles, then regarded some of the sheets in the middle drawer, decided they ought to belong in a different drawer, in files. Once into the files he discovered some things that needn’t be kept. 

	Quickly, every file had to meet eyes. Officer Snell was in the midst of piling business cards and slips with names and numbers when he stopped and peered at a name that worked like a gateway: Ben Segura.

	Thinking of Ben Segura made Snell think about all the lost children over the years. When he was a kid himself, a boy named Bev Rooney, a friend, had disappeared without a trace, leaving behind only whispers and tall tales.

	For years, Snell teeter-tottered between belief in provable, rational, realistic notions, and the stories of a supernatural long dead schoolteacher.

	Many cards and slips of paper met the shredder, but Snell held onto Ben Segura’s contact, hoping he’d never need it again, but knowing that wasn’t likely. 

	~

	Andy’s mind was on again off again busy with worry. That boy was too young yet, so that was good, and still…his memory ran along all the tales. Children gone and turned into horrid visages usually glimpsed from corners of eyes. Those who’d seen them said they sang, and it was a minor luxury that Andy had not heard it himself, did not have to recount the sounds firsthand.

	He sat with a half-finished breakfast plate before him, coffee cup recently refilled and steaming. He peered at the grains of the paneling on the walls. 

	“Hey there, Andy.”

	The reverie shook and Andy turned to look at Stu Snell. The restaurant was full and busy. Andy and the empty plate of another local took up two of the four spots of what regularly became a communal table for early rising men. 

	Stu slid into the seat next to Andy and Frankie came by with a coffee pot. “Usual?”

	“Yes, ma’am.” Andy watched the black liquid spill into the small white mug, not a drop lost.

	“I been thinking,” Andy said.

	“Uh oh, that can be trouble, ya know.”

	Andy gave a moment for the joke and then continued. “Been thinking about that old pond and all the stories.”

	Stu stiffened; the very reason he hadn’t gotten enough sleep. The very reason he was up two hours before his shift and sitting with the farmers and laborers eating breakfast. The very reason he’d kept the business card of a psychic named Ben Segura.

	“I know there were more when I was a kid, but there’s been some since. When was the last?”

	“Go missing?” Stu pouted his lips as if thinking. “Oh, must’ve been a decade, maybe more. As I recall, the going theory involved a kidnapping.” Which was a lie. He knew exactly when, and nobody suspected kidnapping, nobody that lived in Moreland anyhow.

	“That long, huh?”

	“Now why you thinking about all that?” Stu sipped from his mug.

	“A boy moved in with his mother, to the schoolhouse I mean.” 

	Stu’s mug hovered before his face. “That so?”

	Andy swallowed down the last of his coffee. “Ahh, that’s so.” He pushed his plate forward. “This boy’s younger than the others, of course.”

	Stu loosened, setting the coffee cup back to its spot just in time for Frankie to set down his breakfast: eggs over easy, brown toast, hash browns, and peameal bacon. “Thanks, Frankie.” He looked at Andy who had pushed his plate forward and began to rise. “Young boys need to be careful, but usually it’s not until they’re school age that there’s much to worry about, anywhere in Moreland.”

	“Especially near the schoolhouse.”

	Stu ran his tongue against the inside of his cheek. “Oh, I don’t see how it’s any more dangerous there than in town.”

	Andy huffed as he pulled a five from his wallet, two singles, and some change from his pocket and set the works on the table. “Bull,” he said and left.

	 

	 


Sixteen

	“That Jones one was kind of hard to get into. I never read one written like that, but holy, what a story,” Andy said. He’d come over again, had done so twice since the first time. He knew to show up in the afternoons, but before the sun went down. “I’ve only just started into the Bentley Little book. Did you want these books back when I’m through?” Before Dane could answer, Andy added, “I only ask ’cause you got other copies on the shelves already.”

	“If you want to keep them, go for it. If you know somebody that would like to read them, that’s good too. Whatever you like.”

	“I can take them into the Salvation Army store. Could be someone, I don’t know, looking to read those.”

	Dane had read the Martin Cruz Smith book and enjoyed it immensely only to find more books followed in a series. Andy didn’t have the others. Stuff like that irked Dane in a strangely unforgiving way, the incompleteness of the story from his perspective.

	The conversation hit a lull and Andy brought up the weather for a second time. Cold and yet rarely snowing, an oddity for Moreland. 

	“The spring under that old pool certainly has bloomed,” Dane said.

	“That so?” Andy wore caution in his voice.

	“Yessir, I was out a couple days ago, uh Monday, and the pool was a mucky frost hole. Then I went walking on Wednesday, right after that cold front blew south a touch, and the patch was like a regular skating rink. Must’ve filled up three-feet.”

	“That lady and her boy, they haven’t been going out there, have they?”

	“No idea, she’s come to dislike me, I think. I was babysitting one night and when she came back from a date. She looked like she’d been rolling around a haymow. A little joke slipped out and she let me have it and I—”

	“You gave it back some?” Andy smiled at this.

	“I suppose I did. Defense mechanism. Really too bad, she’s a cool lady, and the kid’s funny.”

	“Happens,” Andy said. “How’s the kid funny?”

	“He likes playing old games and listening about dinosaurs. The whole time he’s got his mouth open. Then when he’s thinking hard, he sings a song about a river. I don’t know it, something by Adele he says.” As Dane spoke, he suddenly recognized how much he’d enjoyed spending time with Casey.

	“Kids can be fun. I sure hope they watch out for that pool.”

	“What is it about that pool? You get the heebie-jeebies every time it comes up.”

	Andy rubbed at his chin. “I don’t think it freezes like it looks. Kids have drowned in there. Way back when, it was a pond and always the parents tried to keep their kids away, but that only made the kids go more. I did it. We used to play hockey out there, but I think there must be chemicals coming up. Out of nowhere, through the thick ice, kids drown. Bad stuff, that spot.”

	Dane’s phone vibrated on the table.

	“Speak of the devil,” Dane said and then answered. “Hello, Winona.”

	Andy turned in his chair and scratched at Chauncey’s neck. The old dog and the old man were about ready to hit the gravel once again. The sun would soon go down and the temperature was apt to fall twenty degrees in a flash.

	“Right, well, I shouldn’t have said—” Dane said.

	Andy picked up the lent copy of Gorky Park and then waved to Dane. Dane nodded, waved, listening. 

	“You mean before you ask me to watch the kid?” Dane smiled into the phone.

	“Come on, fatty,” Andy said as he slid his feet into his boots and his arms into the flannel lining of his heavy black coat. “Out, go.” The dog went and Andy closed the door behind them. 

	Worry was not enough to figure out how to contact the old pond council—if one still existed. If they were still around, they’d surely know that a boy child lived so close. Besides, possibly, likely even, that sealing the mess over with concrete had solved the problem. Those two lost children in the last thirty-some years or so were few enough apart to suggest coincidence.

	“Keep up, mutt. Too damn cold for this.” Andy hunched inward to preserve heat.

	~

	The second date went exactly as Winona dictated. Jerome wore a grin reaching toward sinister the entire time. He said nothing about the change in speed or the semi-serious STD conversation that Winona opened with—important to get overlooked items out of the way. For future reference, no glove, no love. This did not only pertain to illness, she did not have the means to mother another babe. 

	The more she looked at Jerome, the less he seemed like a fully formed adult. Physically and mentally, yes, but not emotionally. His beauty permitted that he remained a child at play.  

	They had no sex on that second date, not so much as a hand on her knee. Jerome, with his smirk, collected the bill from the only moderately fine dining available in Moreland and held the door like a gentleman. The night was good, and Winona recognized the opportunity for reconciliation and conglomeration of sex and the sweet taste of anticipation. Because she loved it and since he obviously wanted to give it, Winona decided the third date would include bits from the first and second dates. 

	Susannah had called this time. The girls had chicken pox and unless Winona wanted to play the old game of spread the virus, Casey had to stay away for at least a week. Trouble. Four shifts and one date. She considered sending Casey to the pricey first sitter she’d used, but right then they were dwelling in a happy place within the budget and that did not include any undue sitting expenses. 

	Saving a few bucks, if Dane accepted an apology, was the better choice. 

	There were two false starts before she let the phones connect. If she tromped through the frosty forest past the old pool, with Casey in tow, Dane would take him, surely, and yet she’d behaved unfairly and owed an apology—though he owed one too. 

	“Hello, Winona,” Dane said.

	“Hey, I…look, I’m sorry I said those things. You’re great with Casey and he really likes you. It just looks off, but that’s all about me.”

	“Right well, I shouldn’t have said—”

	“No, no, this is all on me. I’m glad I need your help sometimes because it forced me to call you and apologize.”

	“You mean before you ask me to watch the kid?” Dane smiled and Winona heard this on his words.

	“You caught me. Not that I’m keeping secrets.”

	“So, tonight? A little late for a shift start. Another date?”

	“That’s right,” Winona said, on the tip of her tongue, and that’s none of your business.

	“Cool, well, bring him over whenever. I have some pizzas, or rice, or ramen noodles, all the fanciest stuff, if he’s hungry.”

	“He’s been fed, and I can send him with snacks if you—”

	“Nope, snacks I have covered. Say, what’s the river song he’s always mumbling?”

	“Oh, it’s by Adele. River Lea.”

	“I’ll download it, so he has something to sing along to when he’s destroying Goombas or flinging Koopa Troopa shells.” 

	Winona had no idea what those words meant. “Okay, so anyway, my date’s at seven-thirty, going to the movies again. Some comic book hero this time. Not really my thing, but at least I won’t have to listen to Jerome laugh so much.” She shook her head gently, why had she said that?

	“Jerome has a bad laugh, does he?”

	Embarrassed. “Oh god, what am I talking about? Doesn’t matter. I’ll bring Casey by around quarter after seven.”

	“Sounds good.”

	“Thank you, Dane. You’re a lifesaver.”

	~

	Hoops jumped. The mind ran the laps it needed to. Andy had no way of reaching Dane other than visiting and it was imperative that he see the child, meet him, ask a few questions. 

	The air was light and empty, and yet it carried filth. Like smog clouds shown on news footage from hot days in China or L.A. in the ’Sixties.

	“In your imagination,” Andy mumbled, unable to focus on the paperback in his hands. “Maybe a visit. Wasn’t that what he said to her on the phone? She’d needed a sitter? What do you think?”

	Chauncey went on snoring in front of the fireplace. 

	“Some help you are.”

	Full dark, Andy set out. He took the truck rather than walking. Chauncey was on the bench seat next to him. A light snow had begun to fall, and he drove at a speed appropriate to the conditions. All the warm to cold, warm to cold made the road subtly treacherous. 

	Dane wore a surprised smile upon opening the door. “What the heck are you doing now? Didn’t you just leave?”

	Low, coming from the office were two sources of music. One being Adele and the other being the gameplay soundtrack of Mario Kart 64. 

	“Thought maybe you’d be here with your buddy, and I figured it couldn’t hurt to say hello on my way by. The neighborhood is full of friendly faces, better a kid knows that.”

	Dane scrunched his expression sideways. “That from the nineteenth century?” He laughed a single bark and clapped Andy on the shoulder. He called out, “Hey, kid?”

	A few seconds passed and then the small voice replied, “Yeah?”

	“You want to meet our neighbor? He’s got a dog.”

	More time. The Adele track finished and seconds later the music on the game changed. Race concluded. 

	“Okay.” Casey stepped out of the office.

	“This is Andy and that’s Chauncey.” Dane pointed to one and then the other.

	Chauncey had already plunked down on the mat by the door for a nap. Casey rushed over to the dog. Chauncey lifted his head and wagged his tail at the attention.

	Andy rubbed his hands together. He had questions, sensitive questions. As much as it tempted him to do so, it wouldn’t be wise to blurt them out. He’d seem crazy. Sometimes the things that he knew made him feel crazy. He needed to play it cool.

	“Hi. How do you like living ’round our neck of the woods?”

	Casey shrugged.

	“Got a favorite spot yet?”

	“I like the games,” Casey said.

	Dane sniggered. “Same as when I was a kid.”

	“Nowhere outside?” Andy asked.

	Casey shrugged again and went on petting the dog.

	“How about bad places? You find any places that are scary?” 

	“Whoa now. What in the hell is this about?” Dane said.

	Andy tried to smile. “Just a question…you know the pond, um, the pool is—”

	“The toy box is scary. That’s at Susannah’s. The kids inside sing about Hetty. I don’t like those kids. I saw bad kids at the restaurant. Black stuff comed out of them. It’s in my ’maginations.”

	Andy swallowed air and the color drained from his face.

	“You okay?” Dane said, lifting his hands as if to catch the man if he fell.

	Andy nodded.

	“The bad kids want to play, but I don’t like the way they sing in the dark,” Casey said.

	Andy’s chin quivered and then he stiffened, ramrod. “Oh, well, I just came by to meet ya and tell ya to steer clear of the pond. Come on, Chauncey.” Andy spun in the doorway. He was out to his truck in only a few steps.

	“Geez, you’re a bit of an odd old…well, see ya later then!” Dane called through the open door.

	Andy waved to Dane’s shout. 

	B-A-D, bad. 

	~

	“Where we going?” Winona tried to sound sexy but was too curious to pull it off.

	“Last date we did it your way. My turn this time, right?”

	“So we’re not going to the movies?”

	“I said we’ll see a movie. I said nothing about the theater.” Jerome bore the same strange grin he’d worn when Winona laid down the new ground rules.

	“And where might this movie be playing?”

	Jerome glanced at her with a hungry expression. “My house. Where else? Not as if there’s a second theater in Moreland.”

	Uneasiness found an open window to crawl in through and Winona put her hand in her purse, phone tight in her grip, really her only weapon if things went wrong. Right then, she recalled the discomfort after the first date, the discomfort she dismissed as unfamiliarity.

	Too quickly, they arrived at Jerome’s small house.

	“Wait here,” he said in the boot room. It reeked of wood smoke and damp bark. 

	Winona pulled out her phone and looked at the screen. Nobody expected her for hours at the earliest, and she’d left her car at home instead of meeting him… Still, people knew that she was with him.

	“Okay, come on.” He popped his head through the door.

	Ugh, being silly, she thought. You’re so paranoid about everyone.

	Dim inside. Candles burned in crystal holders. Two plates, two glasses, and a bottle of wine on a set table. As she came closer, Winona recognized effort. Slices of frozen mocha cake sat on the plates under chocolate syrup drizzle. The cake was store bought. The drizzle was too, but Jerome had to make the effort of applying it to the meal.

	“You snake in the grass,” she said.

	Jerome grinned wider.

	They sat and ate. The wine was stout and strong, almost as if spiked. After only two glasses, Winona noticed a bodily loosening. Jerome only just kept up to her. He was probably double her weight. 

	“Movie time.” He rose, taking Winona’s hand. 

	They stepped through the dark kitchen to the attached living room. Winona’s legs backed up to a couch, tipping her knees. 

	“Be a minute,” he said.

	She felt wonderful and warm. Jerome was good and she had let an imagination looking for trouble find it too easily. She sighed, feeling the tingly warmth from the wine course through her veins.

	Suddenly, the television screen flared alive. Surround sound speakers offered the atmosphere to the things she saw. A woman: naked, blindfolded, clamps on her nipples, and her ankles strapped and spread in a clean white room. A choke collar snaked around her neck. A naked man stepped up behind the woman. Hugely endowed. The size of it gave her a psychic ache high in her pelvis.

	“Fucking cunt,” the man said, seething, and the woman gasped as his palm connected with her cheek. “You rotten cunt.” He stepped closer. He tugged on the chain. “Die you cunt, die.”

	The disturbing nature of the video sent no mixed messages. Enthralling and horrible. 

	A belt went around Winona’s neck from behind. The grip was firm, though no tighter than the chokers she wore as a symbol of her teen angst in high school. A hand went down her shirt and squeezed her breast.

	“You rotten cunt,” Jerome said. He then laughed and stuck his tongue into her mouth.

	Tighter that belt went. The tongue explored. Tighter. She clawed at her throat. Jerome relented, a little.

	“Stop…I don’t want—” Winona gasped.

	“What’s that, cunt?” Jerome yanked on the chain attached to the belt. Her head went back, and his penis touched her face. Stiff and damp, the tip grazed her lips. “I asked you a question.”

	The couple on the screen were well into penetration. The full-length feature was moving faster than the viewers at home.

	The choker relented and Winona fell forward, coughing. She tugged the belt off and lay on the carpet, coughing. 

	“You can’t get away, you cunt. You spunk junkie.”

	Hands clamped onto Winona.

	“No!”

	Jerome stopped. “What?”

	“I don’t like…no.”

	“What do you mean, no?”

	“I’m not…I don’t like this stuff.”

	“You liked it in the truck! You basically begged me for it and then on the second date, you acted like you wanted to be punished. I’m not stupid. I saw it.”

	Seeing what he wanted to see. 

	Winona became a puddle and cried on the floor. The experience was so utterly jarring. Jerome rubbed her back.

	“I don’t mean to give you any ideas,” she said, stupidly.

	“Bullshit.” He continued rubbing.

	Drunk and too vulnerable to comprehend the quality of aloneness, she curled up against him. He was naked. His penis had become a sticky sausage. 

	“You gave me the signs. You know you did.” His voice was pleading and yet warning. “I’m sorry, but you’re a whore mommy teaser, that’s what you are.” Jerome was pouting.

	“Don’t be like that,” she whispered, nuzzling up. 

	His penis stiffened beneath her arm. Guilty notions banked about her grey matter, and she leaned down and put it in her mouth, tried not to gag when he shoved her head. There was anger. It poked the wall of her throat. Tears welled in her eyes, but not from sadness.

	“You cunt, you take it,” Jerome moaned off and on until he came. 

	She gagged as semen splashed into her nasal cavity. Musky and earthy in scent, viscous and wet in texture. He then went to his bedroom to dress as if their business had concluded. 

	Winona stumbled to the kitchen sink and spit out the especially vile ejaculate. Finger to her left nostril, she blew like a hillbilly, repeating the act on the right side. 

	While Jerome drove, she sent a text message to Dane, asking as playfully as was possible if he could host a two-dude slumber party since she suddenly didn’t feel so great.

	Jerome pulled up to her house. 

	“That was all right, huh? Next time you shouldn’t lead a guy on like that. You know it’s true. You asked for it.”

	Winona climbed down out of the truck. “I don’t think we should see each other again.”

	“Why not? It was okay. We’ll just have to try something different, like no choking or something. You know or ease into it. You want it, I can see that.”

	“I don’t want it! I never wanted it! Not like that! You can’t just do that to someone!”

	Jerome scowled. “Whatever, you teasing old bitch.”

	Winona slammed the door and charged into the home, grateful for a night to cry away the road desperation had led her down, grateful for a day off tomorrow, grateful Casey didn’t need her tonight.

	 


Seventeen

	Andy rubbed Chauncey’s head nervously. The boy wasn’t necessarily the only kid out there. The old trouble had a way of spreading and building momentum, reaching for more with its venomous claws, but it only really seemed to take when a kid was close. 

	When Andy was young, three classmates went missing in three separate instances, years apart. There were others, too; nearly one a year until the dam slowed the creeks and the rivers. The pond became more like a bog and the air lifted, but the ground was damned, not the water flowing into it. Pouring a cement pool seemed the perfect, simple solution to a problem too large to consider straight on. The pool worked to ease the public opinion and quiet the knowing voices. 

	“Did you really think it would hold forever?” Andy said as he drove slowly up the slick road toward the highway.

	He was never a member of the council. Officially, the council did not exist, but his father had been a member and his father’s voice carried. When Andy went off to join the army, he scoffed at the fogies telling their ghost stories. Even the disappearances of close friends was not enough to convince him. Everything had a rational explanation and feeding into delusions of the supernatural only assisted the true culprit in their crime.

	Then he came back, and he allowed himself to face the truth.

	“She’s returned. What do you think?” he asked the dog.

	Never had Andy seen the things some whispered about: the ghostly children, the leading animals, the maneuvered nature. As he grew older and closer to death, he opened up to the possibility of another side. Death had eyes, and once Death was close enough to touch, man peered around the unavoidable. 

	The high beams of his truck banked off the fresh, sparkling dust clinging to the world. The trees cast long shadows like demonic fingers. The dash heater puffed cool air, though growing warmer as it fought for ground. Chauncey breathed with a wheeze and the low drone of the radio played the local country station. Between songs, a Chevy dealer offered the recent features on her lot. 

	The truck pulled up to the stop sign where the road met the highway into town. A thump pounded in the truck’s bed. Andy jerked his head back to look through the rear window, into the red glow cast by the brake light. Little to see, every shadow clung to a remembered object: a tow chain, a gas can, booster cables, an axe, a shovel, and square of sheet metal he’d planned to affix to the snowmobile over the battery—a crack in the fiberglass let too much melted snow pool. 

	Chauncey looked at the window, then to Andy, and then again to the window. The typically quiet dog growled. Andy turned to give a second glance and shuddered beneath the heavy weight of two bluish eyes staring back at him. He gasped, knowing that Hetty had sent this dead child to stop him.

	“That’s not…that’s…”

	The girl had skin so pale it reflected the red glow as if banking from a mirror. She wore a thin jacket. Archaic buttons cinched the cuffs instead of elastic bands. Pudgy fingers emerged from a sleeve two sizes too long and ran against the glass. The smudge was damp and quickly worked into a travelling web of frost, growing in every direction from its source. 

	Hello, Andy, ’member me? the girl whispered. 

	Larissa Houston had gone missing from Andy’s third grade class in 1964. 

	He jammed his foot on the accelerator and the truck skipped over the highway, continuing on the icy gravel road. Hearing the crunch of the shoulder, Andy tore his eyes away from the scene behind him. Ahead, just within the reach of the highlights, children lined the road as if playing Red Rover. Chauncey climbed down to the floor. Slamming the brakes had the backend swinging. Fishtailing. Andy’s arms kinked stiffly, and his hands clamped tight on the wheel. He cringed at the wall of ghostly children as he pumped the brakes.

	Forty feet, thirty, twenty, the children tilted their chins skyward. Ten feet, their open mouths gaped and flesh tore at the corners of their lips. Impossible shapes emerged. Great snouts, followed by boney bridges and ink black eyes reached free as the ragged human meat sacks fell away. Six children no longer. Six enormous bucks rose from their forms. Immense racks reached for the night atop the brown faces.

	Five feet, the truck was sliding sideways. But slowing before stopping. Andy gasped for breaths as he looked at the beasts. Thirty points on each set of antlers. The animals huffed and burned their murderous eyes at the truck. Andy turned to the window behind him. 

	Buh-bye, Andy. The girl mouthed and then moved out of the light.

	Andy didn’t have time to face front before the pounding began. The heavy clomps of stony hooves against aged steel roof of the truck clattered down almost instantly after her disappearance. The animals clamored over the high hood in a bull parade and stabbed skinny legs through glass of the windshield. 

	“Ah, fu—!” 

	The first hoof battered Andy’s thigh and gave spirit to his voice, made it a ghost in the night. 

	The second through twelfth hoof gave room to his departing spirit, letting his life slip closer and closer to its final place. 

	Thump-thump-thump.

	Shattered safety glass fell from its molding, raining down in a blue crystal shower. Steel screamed as it dented and wrenched.

	Thump-thump-thump.

	Into Andy’s chest, tearing his jacket and opening his flesh, hooves broke ribs, ripped lungs, bruised his heart. Andy bounced, unable to appreciate the slow darkness clouding his vision. 

	As quickly as it came, it was gone. The world was cold and quiet. 

	You’re going to die here, alone, he thought. 

	Chauncey licked blood from his master’s fingers. The dog was wet and shaking but seemed physically undamaged. 

	Not alone and maybe…if somebody comes along soon…maybe.

	The heater pumped air, suddenly hot amid the cold, cold night biting through the vacant windshield. Andy’s bones and muscles shifted. His right foot—once pinned—slid off the brake pedal. More than half dead, he watched the tree line approach his battered body. Blood stung in his eyes, and he wondered if he’d feel it when the truck collided with a tree. His current speed being no more than one or two miles an hour, he doubted it. The truck leaned and rolled down a gentle slope, through the meager ditch and into a maple tree. He felt it, but only because he’d witnessed it.

	Not dead, incredibly, he saw lights roll toward him from the direction of the highway. Survival was possible, was happening, yes! Time to live on, time to warn the council of the return of trouble, time to save that boy. 

	“Close…one…huh?” Andy gasped, blood bubbling on his lips and from his nose. A tear slipping from the corner of his right eye.

	The vehicle on the road stopped. “Holy shit!” a woman shouted.

	Holy shit, indeed! Praise Baby Jesus! Praise those talking animals and all the angels in that shit-ridden manger! 

	Andy wanted to dance the way they did in the South, full up on the Holy Spirit. A peculiar expression crossed Andy’s bloody face as he imagined it. What was left of his ability to smile was on display. Life was everywhere, filling him, empowering his energy to cling.

	“Is somebody in there?” The woman came closer.

	Andy licked blood and discovered his mouth had been torn. A painful, ridged flesh flap dangled inside his cheek. 

	“Hold on… Yeah, there’s been an accident on—” 

	A loud crack sounded from forty feet above the truck. 

	“No!” The woman scampered away, 9-1-1 still on the line.

	At the sound, Chauncey darted back to the floor. The top quarter of the massive tree he’d struck dropped onto the truck before Andy had a chance to forget his notions of survival. 

	“Geez, shit, please hurry. The tree fell on the crashed truck. Oh, yeah, I’m on…” 

	Falling snow quickly covered the trail of bloody hoof prints.

	 


Eighteen

	Sick to her stomach and hungover, Winona jogged from her bed to the washroom where she leaned over the toilet and gagged. Up close, the scum line from the hard water seemed to mock her, coming alive with the ghosts of bodily functions past and—her guts clenched, and a fresh deluge barreled up her throat. Each jerk caused her headache to rage. Her hair trailed into the toilet water as her chin rested against the cool plastic seat.

	She spat and then drank from the sink tap once her strength had returned. She sobbed. The booze was not alone in making her sick. Her actions made her sick. That woman the night before was something Winona never saw for herself. The victim, but apologizing, begging, sucking to know affection she did not wish to handle, affection unworthy of effort. That woman had been on the news, in conversations, on social feeds, repeated every few days with a new batterer. Sometimes a famous person, often even a relationship enviable on the surface. Women forced by love and looking for ways to fix things with no good reason to fix them. Chasing the magic potential for love where beasts dwelled behind beautiful masks.

	Listerine, brush, Listerine, she drank more from the tap, and chased down three Extra-Strength Tylenol capsules. The musky ejaculate scent remained in her nostrils. 

	She climbed from the shower as the late autumn’s sun fully unified morning. A brownish line hued the flesh where the bottom of the belt had dug into her throat. She raged anew, punching the shower curtain. It wasn’t enough. The rinse mug next to the sink was the first fatality as porcelain met window frame. Her makeup box remained on the counter from the night before and she smashed it against the sturdy mirror. Dust floated on the air and pale brown liquid foundation rolled down the glass in thick blobs.

	“Casey, Casey, I’m sorry,” she sobbed and fell into a heap. She was so utterly, horribly unfit to be somebody’s mother at that moment. “Casey, Casey.” 

	~

	“Oh! River Lea-ea-ea,” Casey sang along, and Dane gawked. The kid was an Adele junkie and wasn’t even four. He wanted to hear it over and over while they ate breakfast. 

	Dane had tried to sneak some work in before the kid arose, but once in the office, Casey came flying, asking about games and breakfast. Dane relented and let the kid play while he started the coffee and tried to think of something healthier than what he’d probably end up serving: hot Nutella sandwiches.

	Dane and Casey paused mid-chew. Dane got up and slid across the linoleum with practiced grace in his socked feet.

	“Howdy, neighbor!” After the words left his lips, he saw the drawn expression, the teary eyes, pale cheeks, and the telltale scarf. He’d never seen her wear a scarf. The scarf was thin and fancy. It did not go with her winter coat, green knitted cap, or aged blue jeans.

	“Thank you so much for watching him,” Winona rasped.

	“Come in.” Dane stood aside and nodded.

	“No, I’ll just take him. I shouldn’t have asked and—”

	“Come on now, even the world’s greatest mom needs a night off. We’re having a Ritz Carleton breakfast. Nutella on bread. Have a coffee.”

	“But your work.”

	“It can wait, please.” Dane fought the urge to put a hand on her shoulder or pull her in for a hug. He’d long ago learned fixing that kind of thing was impossible, the only option was comfort…if he had indeed read the ingredients of her visage correctly. 

	Winona stepped inside but did not make out as if she planned to remove her boots or coat to stay. 

	“Can I play some games?”

	“Buddy, we’d better get out of Dane’s hair.”

	Dane lifted the coffee pot. “A cup?”

	“Please, Mom! One?”

	“Cream, sugar?” Dane asked.

	“I think we’d better—”

	“Mom, please!” 

	Casey was about to break into a faux-tantrum when Winona kicked off her boots. 

	“Love you!” He ran over and kissed her. Cocoa spread polluted his mother’s pale cheek. 

	Winona took off her coat and draped it over the chair, wiped her face. 

	“Cream, sugar?”

	“Better not have any extra sugar today,” she said, her voice crackled like a candy bar wrapper.

	“You look like you could use a meal. Nutella sandwich?” Dane forced a big smile; all is well. I see nothing. He lowered the volume on the speaker connected to his cellphone. 

	She sighed, almost laughed. “Oh, all right.”

	“Day off, yeah?” he said as he handed over the sandwich.

	She nodded.

	“That’s fun. What’s the plan?”

	She swallowed her first bite. “Nothing special.”

	The more she talked, the more her papery whisper deepened. She sounded as if she had a chest cold, almost. That was okay, he could make up the difference. The Freeze movie had begun its online media campaign alongside teasers for the book, and for the first time in a long time, Dane saw his name on something with steam behind it. 

	“I haven’t read a spooky book in years. I don’t see too many horror movies either.”

	When Winona had an empty cup and an empty plate, the door to leave was open, and she took it. Rising, she said, “I guess I’ll get out of your hair.”

	“Right, so tomorrow evening then?”

	“Yes, if you can.”

	“Of course, anytime. I mean that, other than while I’m working. I mean that too.” He lifted his eyebrows to show that he was at least half-joking. “Hey, kid, time to go.”

	Seconds passed. “Oh,” Casey said dramatically.

	“Come on, buddy.”

	More seconds. 

	“Okay.”

	Winona had her coat and boots on by the time the small boy emerged from the office. She’d driven. They did not have to pass the ice sheet smoothing over the old pool.

	 


Nineteen

	Dane hadn’t seen Andy in more than a week and decided to stop by the man’s home. He’d never been there but knew where to find it. At the end of the lane, he read the name on the mailbox: A. OSBORNE. Typical farm place. Overgrown weeds. Old outbuildings. Driveway a minefield of potholes. The house itself needed a paintjob. The recent snow had helped cover much, but the ill repair showed its edges. Quiet and dark. Frost covered the windows.

	“Andy?” Dane called out.

	Andy’s truck was not in the lane and that was a pretty good clue. 

	Still, Dane again knocked on the door. He tried the handle. It turned and Dane shouted Andy’s name into the home. Chauncey, skinny and laboring, dried pink flecking the fur on his back and head like ancient barn paint, trotted forward. Bad sign all the way around. Dane found empty doggy dishes and located a can of wet food, plunked it into one dish, and filled the other with water.

	“I’ll be back, Chauncey.” 

	Dane closed the door behind him as the dog chowed hard on his first real meal since the truck incident. There were police and paramedics that night, the woman with the phone, none of them had paid any attention to the dog who’d scurried from the scene once his master was taken away and eventually entered the only home he’d known via the loose storm door. 

	~

	The first day off in four and his mother napped on the old couch downstairs. The schoolhouse had come to feel like home. 

	Casey was on his bedroom floor, filling in between outlines of Super Mario Bros. coloring pages that Dane had found for him on the internet. He was glad he started going to Dane’s more often, his mother was always tired, and Susannah hardly looked at him. Mostly, Dane was there observing, the man didn’t even wiggle in to show how to play something the way his mother did whenever he struggled. 

	Right then in his room, however, Casey wished he knew a trick to keep his damned hand from swinging the crayon outside the lines. Even if it meant someone wiggling in. Yoshi had become a great green blob and Casey pulled a fresh picture from the stack. 

	The only sounds were Casey’s breathing and the gentle squeak and rub of the waxy crayons against the slick laser printer paper. Bowser was in his tiny go-kart, same as in the game. Casey tried to fill the tires in with black, slow and steady. So far, this effort was his best yet, or maybe not. He picked up the green that he’d fully rounded off on Yoshi. From the center out, the boy stroked stripes of green until it became a mass of color. There were a few spots over the lines, sure, but it was damned good nonetheless.

	The squeaky rubbing of crayon continued. 

	But Casey’s crayon was not touching paper. 

	He gasped.

	Only a foot away was a Black girl with frizzy pigtails, her skin had taken on a grey sheen. She used a crayon against the pages of a Disney coloring book. Donald Duck was in the picture, furious at a pair of chipmunks. The crayon dug into the damp page and the girl lifted her face. Her lip pouted outward. She mouthed, too wet.

	“Ma—!” Casey started to scream and stopped when a stiff shape touched his ankle. He jerked backward and peered over his shoulder. 

	A boy so white he was almost transparent, wearing only shorts, swung his bare leg over the edge of the bed. His dirty foot had touched Casey again. His bright red hair was very close in shade to the color of the bristles in the brush he held in his right hand. The brush was wood and thread tied the bristles to the indented wooden tip. It looked nothing like the bright purple, blue, green, red, and yellow brushes that came in Casey’s water paint set.

	The boy’s lips moved, but no sound came out, red rooster! Red rooster! He turned the book so that Casey could see the picture. The paint had run, sopping. The inks used in printing had stained the paper a mass of solid grey beneath the paint. 

	Casey jumped to his feet and stumbled in reverse. There were two blue-faced girls sitting by the door in white dresses. Mud flecked up their legs and beyond the sightline of the garments. They both wielded pencils in their left hands, drawing on blank pages.

	“Mom!” Casey bolted from the room, slamming the door behind him. 

	Down in the kitchen, something shifted and crashed.

	“What? What?” Winona said, shaken awake. 

	Casey stumbled on his way down the short staircase and front-rolled the last three steps, biting his tongue. He wailed in pain. There was blood in his mouth, and he sprayed tiny red freckles all over the floor.

	Winona shot to her feet and then fell to her knees before the stairs. She cradled Casey until he ceased hollering and ordered him to open wide. He did, the blood came from the inside of his lip and the tip of his tongue. This was of no great concern, no loose teeth.

	“What were you running about?”

	“Kids! Bad kids in my room!” The words shot from his mouth, splitting his swelling lip further. “Mommy!”

	“Kids in your room?” She rocked. He cooked like a furnace.

	“Mommy, make’m go.”

	“Make them go?” She lifted Casey to his feet. Together, they crept to the couch, unrelenting in the shared hug.

	“Get’m out,” Casey mumbled.

	“Okay, buddy.”

	Winona let go of the boy and climbed the stairs to his bedroom. A mess, but empty. Coloring pages lay tossed about the floor. She stooped to straighten them. The Super Mario Bros. pictures went onto a stack built up by a pile of coloring books on the bottom shelf next to a half-dozen jumbo dinosaur toys. Straight enough, she turned to the door.

	“Missed one,” she said and picked up The Little Folks Painting Book. “That’s got to be close to a hundred years old.” Must’ve come from Dane’s. She shifted the stack to put the weighty, ratty, old volume on the bottom, so nothing tipped unexpectedly. 

	“Are they gone?” Casey asked, only the top of his head and his eyes rose above the protective edge of the couch’s throw knit.

	“Think you must’ve been dreaming, buddy.”

	“No.”

	“Okay.”

	Into the kitchen. Next to the fridge was the folksy green shelf made of old barn boards. Bits of drywall crumbled around it. Dual gaps, like a vampire’s bite, revealed where the first two screws lost hold. Two inches behind the holes was a dusty black surface. 

	Winona frowned and began cleaning the mess. 

	~

	Dane stopped in at Frankie’s Diner. The objective was to ask about Andy without seeming like a weirdo. The owner, looking dull and businesslike, approached him where he sat not far from a table of retired regulars—men dressed like farmers mostly, but whose farming days were behind them. Dane ordered a coffee and a piece of blueberry pie. The men discussed the Minnesota Wild as if they had a say in management. There’d been shake-ups in the off-season, but not to the level these men saw fit, the proof being a recent five-game skid. There were two other patrons at the diner, both sat alone. One held a copy of the Duluth News Tribune and the other stared into his cellphone.

	Fat triangle of pie before him, coffee in hand, Dane waited for an opening. He’d taken two bites from his pie when Frankie revisited him. 

	“Freshen you up?”

	“Sure, thanks.”

	The men had gotten onto the topic of taxes and their ever-rising nature.

	“Pie all right?”

	Dane looked down and cut away a portion with his fork. “It’s great.”

	Frankie looked skeptical, but she walked away without another word. 

	The tax talk rounded to snow removal and road clearing. The snow had been off and on like a college girlfriend until about a week earlier. On the night Andy stopped by unexpectedly to meet Casey, the snow had really decided that the time to settle in and stay awhile had come. 

	“They raise taxes, talking about inflation, but the country has had virtually no inflation since the crash. It’s stupid to go along and say yeah okay, inflation, without understanding what that means,” said a man of about eighty. 

	“Yeah, but the cost of living—” a younger retiree replied.

	“Cost of living? The only thing really rises is your taxes and maybe your off-season fruit and veggies because of fuel. They can’t hike taxes saying it’s keeping up with the cost of living and what that means for government expenditure, when the only rise is taxes themselves. It’s a scam to keep the rich rich!”

	“What about trade, huh? I was reading that there’s some deal with the Canada to buy so much automotive resources or something—the story didn’t get into it really, but the deal came like ten years ago under Obama, and now because of that deal, Trump’s having to fix everything,” a third man said, youngest of the bunch.

	“I don’t know the details about that particular deal,” backpedaled the oldest, probably knowing some types can’t listen to reason anyway. “We’re talking about roads and that has little to do with international trade. They’re state and local. The local government is up to something if they’re saying it’s costing more than ever because of inflation to clear the roads…”

	Dane listened long enough. The topic was a ravenous Ouroboros that shit out afresh as quickly as it swallowed.

	“Excuse me. I hate to interrupt, but the snow, and when it really started settling in the other night, I had a friend come visit me, Andy Osbourne. I haven’t heard from him since. I stopped by his place, Chauncey was there, but no sign of Andy. You fellas look around his age and…” Dane trailed purposefully.

	“Shit, guy. Andy got into a whore of a muck driving. Hell, might’ve been the night he come to visit you. Cold as Saskatchatoon the night he crashed. That the first night of the snow?” a man in a flannel shirt with a matching flannel hat asked. 

	Nobody answered and Dane held his breath. Whore of a muck. Crashed.

	“Anyway, guess he must’ve met a moose, damned thing stomped in his window. Then the truck buggered off the road and into a huge maple. Just plain bad luck. The lady that found him said he sounded alive until the fugging treetop crushed him.”

	Dane took a sip of coffee. “He’s dead?”

	“Yeah, sure. Funeral was yesterday, nice service…You and him were friends?”

	The oldest man butted in, “You’re the writer who lives in Kirby’s old place, yeah?”

	“Yes… Dead? That’s insane,” Dane said.

	“Shame, you move to a place, make a friend and lose’m just like that.”

	“Real sorry to break it to ya like this.”

	“Guess Andy was a bit of a reader, wasn’t he?”

	“Fine service, Morris did a fine job.”

	“Sure did.”

	“Yep.”

	The voices of the men mingled as Dane gawped at the final third of his pie. Another friend gone. The universe seemed ready to keep his existence solitary—but Casey, Winona. He shuddered at his core thinking of them in the sense of being links to lose.

	“What about Chauncey?” Dane asked.

	“The dog?”

	“Yes, what happens to his dog?”

	“Old mutt, half gone already. Probably if anyone collects him, they’ll take care of him or the SPCA will likely have the vet put him down.”

	At this nugget of likelihood, Dane withdrew his wallet. He left enough for the bill and an additional Washington as the tip. 

	~

	“Do you mind if Chauncey comes in?” Dane asked outside Winona’s door.

	Winona looked at the freshly bathed old dog and smiled. “Where’d you get a dog?”

	Dane gave the very brief rundown.

	“Holy crap, yes, bring him in,” Winona said.

	Dane opened the door that he hadn’t closed all the way and invited the patient dog inside the home. Chauncey immediately plopped down on the shoe mat. Casey approached from the living room with a balloon lip and the dried blood dipping into a crack.

	“You got the dog to keep?”

	Dane nodded and asked with forced levity, “Did you take up boxing?”

	“I fell down the stairs. There was kids in my room.”

	Dane looked to Winona, and she shook her head gently. That settled it, not discussable in front of Casey or, possibly, none of his damned business. 

	“Show me where the house has begun falling apart.” Dane smiled.

	Winona led the way while Casey sat by the door petting the old dog. 

	~

	Days passed in indecision, Dane had no hard opinions about the wall, and the kitchen remained in an in-between state. Winona talked to her parents rarely. The phone bill was outrageous until they found a good Wi-Fi connection. 

	“Hey, girl,” Lydia Aberlin said, her voice echoing in tinny trails.

	“Hey, Mom.”

	The response came on a delay. “You got lots of snow I bet! About sixty-five here today.” 

	“Yeah.”

	“You thinking of taking a trip south for Christmas?”

	They pestered often enough, and Winona considered it. The Winnebago was nice for two, but add a couple more into the mix and it got tight. Not to mention the cost and irritation of driving just to get there.

	“Not this year. Maybe next year.”

	“Fine, fine,” Lydia Aberlin said.

	A second voice piped in. “Hey, honey, it’s your dad.”

	“I gathered. You guys are having fun?”

	“Sure, sure, what’s happening up there?”

	Winona told about work, about Dane, skipped Jerome, told about Casey and the kids he imagined, about Dane’s friend Andy and that she didn’t know him, and about the chalkboard behind the kitchen wall.

	“We covered that up. You want to make the place all your own, go for it,” Oren Aberlin said. 

	“Think it might be a good head start for Casey, being around a chalkboard, I mean,” Winona said.

	“He’ll do great. He’ll be so mature ’cause of his birthday,” Lydia said.

	That was true, and had she wanted to at the beginning of the year, she probably could’ve slipped Casey in with the crowd already in junior kindergarten—she’d missed the registration cut-off by only a few days.

	“Yeah, totally mature,” Winona said. 

	~

	“Help me make piles,” Winona said to Casey who’d been wandering around all morning, bored.

	From off the counter space, from within the cupboards, and from pot racks, mother and son displaced the kitchen collective. The kitchenware stacks were short, and a few had tumbled with thunderous clanging, causing the pair of busy workers to cringe and then smile at one another. Nothing harmed, a few dints in already scuffed pots and pans was not a big issue. Winona tried to make sure that she moved the heaviest items and anything that might make a mess before Casey had a chance to upset it. 

	Once through with the task, the two parts of the kitchen amalgamated in a hoarder-style paradise in front of the refrigerator. The dining area moved over; this included a short blank space of wall, a cutting board island pushed to the side, and a clunky baker’s rack made of steel and waxy-finished pine planks. 

	A few seconds after admiring the handiwork, a knock landed on the door. Winona had begun to brush around the surface, looking for a civil access point where the drywall might come away from the hidden chalkboard without much hassle. 

	“Go answer that. It’ll be Dane.”

	Casey wiped his palms on his jeans and ran to the door. He opened it wide and looked up at a man who was not Dane Butler.

	“So you’re the kid, huh?” asked the tall man in the doorway. “Ain’t you gonna invite me in?”

	Upon hearing Jerome’s voice, the air gushed from Winona’s lungs as if tackled.

	“Who are you?” Casey asked.

	Oxygen punched back into Winona upon hearing Casey’s little voice interacting with one of her bigger mistakes. These were two worlds that had never needed to meet. They carried two vastly different versions of Winona: one good, and one used and made to feel worthless. That third date made Winona feel like wet toilet paper, swirling, shit-smeared, and piss soaked, down a drain. 

	“What do you want?” Winona stomped on a warpath.

	“You haven’t called. I’m checking in, thinking I’d go for another round. Got a buddy out of town this week and he’s got a sauna, thought we might get hot and then roll in the snow.”

	Jerome wore his slimy, good-guy smile. His eyes sparkled. To this small town stud, there wasn’t anything wrong with how he’d treated Winona. Her no was a conditional, not-ready-yet no.

	“I don’t want to see you again. Now, please go.”

	“Is your mother always such a bitch?” Jerome asked Casey.

	Casey had slunk away, leaning against the arm of the couch.

	“That’s it. Out!”

	Winona charged forward. Jerome didn’t budge. The rush of courage depleted as quickly as it bloomed, and Winona stood a foot from the man. She craned her neck to hold his eyes.

	“What if I don’t want to leave? What if I want to come inside?”

	“Get out,” Winona said, much weaker than before.

	“I think maybe I’ll stay,” he said, showing his teeth. “Yeah, I think—” 

	His words caught in his throat.

	“I think you’ll go,” Dane said looking down a second after he’d wrapped a hand around Jerome’s chin, pushed a knee against the back of the big man’s legs, and yanked as hard as he could. Jerome’s large frame thumped on the small wooden porch before it tumbled to the snowy laneway. Dane loomed over the larger man.

	He’d come up from the trail around back and listened only long enough to recognize trouble. 

	Jerome rolled over and hopped to his feet. “You cheap fuck.”

	Dane stepped down the three stairs and wore crazy eyes that belonged somewhere in his past. Dug out of the vault.

	“Cowards fight from behind.” Jerome swung a wide arc that connected with Dane’s cheek.

	The out of practice fighter turned writer stumbled sideways and dropped to a knee. 

	Jerome rushed and booted him in the gut. 

	Dane knew this move. He’d had seen it before.

	“You fucking pussy.” Jerome stomped up the stairs slowly, eyeing Winona.

	She slunk back. The door was wide when she should’ve slammed it. 

	“This is fucked. You get this guy to trail me and take me down from behind? You’re a messed up chick. All I did was stop in and you do this? You asked for everything. You’re screwing up the game.”

	Winona listened. 

	Jerome was utterly oblivious. 

	“Get out!” she said.

	Casey, who’d hidden on the couch under the throw blanket, moaned.

	“I do think I’m tough!” Dane shouted, rising, replaying a fight he’d never been able to win, never been man enough to face. 

	Jerome was ready for the tug back this time and slipped down the stairs but kept his balance. 

	Dane did not give him second to think and started pushing at the bigger man’s chest. His eyes were wet and wide.

	“I do think I’m tough!”

	Jerome reeled back and tossed another meaty fist into Dane’s eye. 

	Dane dropped and bounced back like a blow-up clown.

	“I do! Damn you, I do!” 

	Blood freckled Jerome’s face as every one of Dane’s breaths released a new spatter pattern. Dane shoved the barrel chest again.

	“You’re crazy,” Jerome said, faltering.

	Dane grabbed Jerome then. 

	“Fuck off a me,” Jerome said.

	Dane had a fat lip. Dane had a swelling eye. Dane had a boot-sized bruise forming on his belly and ribs. Dane had a batshit expression and a willingness to release a monster from his basement. 

	Pushing hard as he could, Jerome freed himself from Dane’s grasp. Dane fell to the gravel in a heavy heap, but popped up again. The truck door was open and the big, strong man was about to step inside.

	“Keep the bitch. She starts shit she can’t finish.”

	Dane sneered, fists clenched, ready to take a beating.

	The truck peeled away.

	He stood there, heaving breathing through his nose like a bull.

	“Dane?”

	He closed his eyes, remaining in place. The sweat and blood on his face began chilling. Still, he did not move. A hand touched his shoulder. 

	“Dane, are you all right?”

	Blood trickled into his mouth. He swallowed it. “Sure, why not?”

	“Thank you…for that…will you come inside, please?”

	“I think I should go.”

	“I need Casey to see that you’re okay,” Winona said as she took Dane’s hand. “I need you to tell him you’re okay and that you were boxing and won, and that Jerome won’t come back. I’m going to tell him that, but I need you to tell him, too. We need to make this not a big memory, please.”

	“Oh.” He walked with Winona, head down, as if hadn’t thought of anyone but the other self he’d shown his new friend. “Okay.” That shameful loser of his youth.

	Together, they walked back into the schoolhouse.

	Next to Casey, Dane forced a goofy grin. “Kid, I don’t recommend you take up combat. It’s painful business.”

	Casey buried his head in Dane’s armpit. The contact was painful, but in the best possible way. 

	With a box of bandages, an old tea towel, and a Ziploc baggie filled with ice cubs, Winona tended to the fairly minor wounds. 

	This was a first. Nobody had ever stood up for her in such a way. She’d never needed it. Everything connected to Jerome made her doubly sick. Twice, in two wildly different situations that demanded smart and decisive measures, she had failed.

	Casey fell asleep on the couch shortly after Jerome left. Dane and Winona went to the kitchen. Dane had a lump on his forehead, a fat lip, and his eye had darkened drastically. 

	“You were screaming about…was that…I mean…?” Winona looked at her hands as she spoke.

	“Probably be pretty cool to have a blackboard wall, huh?” Dane pointed his mostly empty coffee mug. Ignoring whatever she was trying to say.

	 


Twenty

	Patty Murray was doing her best to appear inconspicuous behind two grubby boys at the back computers. Blockers kept pornography off the monitors nine out of ten times, but these boys were on a Facebook page. Likely a Russian or Arab or QAnon or Chinese or wherever the hell from scammer page designed to lure lonely men and have them hand over credit card digits. 

	“Ahem.” This came out in a throaty growl. 

	The boy manning the mouse quickly clicked out while the other shot to his feet and took off. The second followed. Both boys wore blue jeans and Patty was grateful not to have to look at any track-pant boners. It was only noon after all. And Sunday.

	She logged out on the computer and continued a slow stroll through the rows. Usually, she didn’t work Sundays, but the flu was doing what it did every winter and there she was. The library was small, but a good size for a community like Moreland. There were nineteen rows of shelves, two computer banks, and one boardroom open for reservation. Nobody had signed it out, and yet, two voices spoke from within. Again, Patty crept.

	“I think it’s the time I see it.”

	“You’re way too excited about this.”

	“I know, it’ll be tragic for the mother and that little boy, but I need to see the animals and the kids.”

	“If they exist.”

	“Right, but think about it, you see them, you come to understand they exist—I mean really believe and see, like science believe, not just church believe—and then you know there’s more to the world. That there’s an afterlife.”

	Patty popped her head around the doorjamb for a peek. She saw the back of Mayor Anton Tremblay’s head and the side of Principal Otis Conway Jr.’s face.

	“Proof of an afterlife. Think about it.” 

	Patty recognized the voice belonging to Otis.

	The mayor whistled.

	Patty stormed away. She’d feared this when she heard a mother and son had moved into the schoolhouse. This was very, very bad. Happening again and to a boy, why in the hell didn’t the county buy the land and bulldoze that entire neighborhood? Quarantine it. Call it radioactive. Anything to keep people away, especially children.

	Coffee still warm, though a half-hour since the light switched off, Patty poured a cup and tried to reason why two members of the Pond Council held an impromptu meeting in the library, on a Sunday. Talking about an impending tragedy.

	“Because they thought I wouldn’t be here.” She sipped. “Because it’s easier than booking a spot.” She sipped. “Because it’s happening again.” She sipped. “Because they want it to happen again.” She finished the cup, an internal voice trying to reason with her, as it always had, that there had to be a mistake. Hetty Stanley had to be a spook story.

	 


Twenty-One

	Sylvia Gonzalez called. It appeared Dane had become one of her favorite clients. Suddenly saleable, he had a wealth in the trunk to clean-up and ship off, should the takers exist—a couple manuscripts Sylvia had seen and commented on already. A few smaller publishers, ones offering a general percentage and lump sums seemed a reasonable route for the dustier efforts, as well as for a collection of shorts. Low to mid four digits, those zeros in front of the decimal amounted to a hell of a lot more than nothing, and it was not as if Dane needed to keep a reserve of manuscripts. He pumped out three novel length works a year, at least.

	Stockpiling words was not the same as stockpiling gold. Not even paper towels.

	There were dates marked on the calendar. Red ink for releases and black for expected paydays. There were also emails to answer after the initial agreements passed prior to contract signings. Mostly, the effort was to gain visibility: podcast appearances, blog Q&As, old materials available for marketing use that, while they didn’t pay directly, were cheaper than other forms of advertising.

	Dane laughed. He’d never been so usefully fruitful. For the first time in his writing career, he was about to make above minimum wage for the hours spent. He’d finally reached the good side of the hill and watched the rock he’d been pushing up began its decent, once again, picking up pace. The trick was to keep pushing, even in a sprint. Especially in a sprint.

	Dane compartmentalized his life further than it already was. He watched Casey sometimes, but not every shift, and not always alone. He made time to see Winona as well. She had never suggested that she harbored any of the interest he had. She never suggested that she did not harbor any interest either. Rather than fumble into asking a question, Dane kept the status quo and refused to cross that line. 

	His cuts, bumps, and bruises from the altercation had gone as they always had, quickly. Sometimes it seemed unreal how fast marks faded. On the outside.

	Already after 3:00 PM, Dane had lost track of the universe beyond a manuscript. 

	“Hello, Dane?” Winona called out after knocking.

	The knock went unnoticed, and Dane hit save as he shot to his feet. Jolting, like being torn from a dream. Editing was not quite as bad as writing in that aspect and yet, worlds came and went all the same.

	“Dane! Dane! Dane!” Casey was there suddenly.

	From the hallway, looking across the kitchen to Winona, Dane offered a curious expression. 

	“Sorry. I wasn’t thinking. He had a cream soda after supper, and we had cake for dessert. Have fun.” She laughed.

	“I’m gonna need a pay raise for this.”

	Winona had turned to exit, but spun back. “Do you want money for sitting? I mean, I kind of got into the habit of…using you. I should’ve offered.”

	“I wanna play Mario Kart!”

	“It was a joke. You two are virtually my only contact with the real world besides paying the bills and fetching groceries.”

	“I wanna! Play! Mario! Kart!”

	“Settle down. I heard you. Yelling won’t make me move any quicker.”

	Winona remained by the door. “Thanks for everything.”

	“You’re welcome.”

	She left and Dane’s chest lightened, perhaps something was there on her side. Then again, maybe it was simply gratitude for the thing with the cowboy, or watching Casey, or helping remodel the kitchen wall, or the alternator, or the water, or whatever else she might need that didn’t really put him out.

	“Mario!”

	“All right. You need to cool it. Give me a second to tidy up my notes.”

	“Where’s the ’troller?” Casey bounced on the computer chair as Dane made stacks.

	“Dude, calm down or I’ll turn on the news and make you watch it.”

	Casey put his arms over his chest and pouted. He did this quietly and Dane appreciated the fact enough to connect the USB controller and load Mario Kart 64 onto the emulator program. 

	Magically, Casey quit pouting. He selected Donkey Kong to tackle the 150cc Mushroom Cup and let his energy waste away in concentration. 

	Dane watched the first race. Casey finished second. He was pretty good.

	“River Lea,” he said.

	“Right.” Dane lowered the volume on the game a few notches and began to run through the Adele album on his phone, starting with River Lea to appease the audience.

	~

	Dane dozed on the couch while Casey played games. The music had stopped during a trophy break and the kid set down the controller to investigate. The phone was on a shelf next to the black, rectangular, portable speaker—a Sony unit that sounded way bigger than it looked. A button on the right side awoke the phone and Casey looked at the close-up thumbnail photo of Adele’s face. The song title listed directly below her name. Seeing it hundreds of times before, the kid recognized the letters in a string. Not spelling was not an issue, nor was a weak grasp of the English alphabet. Not yet.

	The kid selected his jam and hit the familiar play arrow. 

	Dane had awoken from his light nap and watched Casey. River Lea pumped out of the speaker.

	“Were you the reading the song title?” Dane said.

	Casey jumped and spun, but jerked back to look at the screen as the green light flared. 

	Chauncey, who’d taken to his bed near the baseboard heater, looked up briefly before returning to his slumber. 

	“Does your mom make you look at the alphabet at all?”

	Casey held the controller, eyes on the screen, and did not answer until he’d skid-hopped his racing—a move he learned and used to excess—around a corner and hit a straightway. 

	“Like the letters and the song on Big Bird?”

	“You got it.”

	Around a corner, he slipped on a banana peel. Casey whined as his kart slid off the track into a Choco Mountain ravine. 

	“You made me crash.”

	“No, that was a banana peel. How about it, does your mom do any school at home?”

	The word school peaked Casey’s attention and he half-turned, one eye still on the game. Talking while driving, slipping, sliding, crashing, he did not grow angry. “I get to go to school next year. After my birthday, when I’m four, that’s when junior kindergarten starts, but I don’t go until after summertime.”

	“So do you practice?”

	He shrugged.

	“Do you want to and get super smart for kindergarten and be like Doogie Howser?”

	“Yeah! Who?”

	“Okay, then pause the game.”

	“Um, maybe I can wait.”

	“You sure?”

	“Um, I don’t want to get more smart.”

	Dane laughed and, as much for his own amusement as for the benefit of the child, he quickly wrote out the alphabet. 

	The race ended and Kong had finished last place. Casey sulked. 

	“Can you pick out the letters to spell your name?”

	The alphabet covered most of the page, capitalized letters in three rows. Casey stared at his twenty-six options and sang the alphabet song in his head, knowing the start of the song and the start of his name were close together. 

	He closed his eyes and imagined word shapes and then it came like a bright flash. He picked letters one-by-one while Dane quietly grinned.

	“That might as well be your name. But that’s something else altogether.”

	Casey was sure he got it. The clear thing in his head, the shapes that together made the word.

	“Can you guess what you almost wrote, seeing as it’s not your name?”

	Casey folded his arms and pouted more.

	“Don’t be a grouch, this is pretty good. It’s just not your name.”

	Casey wanted to stab the stupid pen through the stupid paper. Instead, he scribbled over the messy script reading RIVR LEA. 

	“Hey, now, don’t be mad. It’s cool. You confused your name with your song, that’s all. See,” Dane pointed at the scratched words, “R-I-V—you missed an E—R and then L-E-A, River Lea.” 

	“Okay,” Casey said and returned to the game.

	 


Twenty-Two

	Jerome continued his regular visits to the diner. He’d sit smug and grinning. The man was too confident and too knowing. They shared something ugly, and he wanted more. Winona did her best to hand off the table to Frankie or Brianna. But when it was busy, she didn’t have the option to pass him off. 

	“Can I take your order?” she asked, cold, mechanical.

	“Holy, I get the queen’s service tonight, do I?” Jerome eyed her.

	“Do you need more time?”

	“Nope, unlike you, I know what I want. I want the fajitas and a Coors Light. Don’t worry, I won’t ask for it and decide I don’t want it.”

	“Fuck you,” she whispered.

	Jerome stuck out a hand and grabbed Winona’s wrist, tightly. 

	“Ow,” she said.

	That awful smile played over his lips. “No, the man fucks the woman, you worthless cunt,” he hissed, low enough that the general hum of the supper crowd cancelled it out to all but Winona. 

	“Let go.” 

	He did. Winona rushed to the kitchen and out to the back lot next to stand between the dumpsters. While there, she took several frozen breaths, gently pawed at her eyeliner, and regained her composure with a long and weighty scream. She was not weak, and she would not let this man’s will loom over her. 

	Inside, she placed the order with Brianna.

	“Something go bad with him?” Brianna asked.

	“I’ll tell you later,” Winona said and hurried out to mind the other customers, including a couple of retirees waiting at the till.

	The food was up by the time Winona made it back to the kitchen. Rather than taking it to the table, Winona pulled the fajitas back in the window.

	“Something wrong?” Brianna asked, sweaty and red-cheeked.

	“Jerome likes it very spicy, fucking painfully spicy, maybe we can add something for that.”

	Brianna furrowed her brow a moment, squinted, and then nodded. A goofy expression played over her face as she mixed Buffalo wing sauce, chili sauce, and habanero tabasco in a bowl. She lifted the chicken strips and buried the extra thick layer of sauce with the peppers and onions.

	“There’s no way he’ll eat it. No damned way,” Brianna said.

	Winona charged through the dining room and to Jerome’s table. She set the beer bottle down and then the steamy cast iron dish riding atop a wooden cutting board loaded with extra fixins. The beer foamed and the fajita meat sizzled.

	“You let me know if it’s too hot and I’ll get you something else.”

	“I know what I want, and that’s what I ordered,” Jerome said.

	Winona waited the table next-door while Jerome prepared the first fajita. She watched as his nice lips wrapped around the loaded flatbread. He chewed and quickly his expression soured. That was her cue, and she hurried away, holding back another scream. A gleeful scream.

	Jerome drank five bottles of Coors to match up against the heat. Beads of sweat dripped down his face like rainwater. He’d balled six napkins with flowing snot. He turned pink in the face and bared his arms, dropped a button on his shirt. His lips were deep red.

	“Anything else?” Winona asked once he’d sat back on his chair, breathing deeply.

	“No, and I’ll be talking to Frankie about this,” Jerome said. “I’m from here. I’m a loyal customer. You’re some bitch hired to fill in until Brianna gets her head clear and stops fucking around with schooling.”

	“Jesus, you’re an asshole.”

	Winona put the bill on his table, and he paid it to the penny. Seeing him go was like catching a good tune on the radio the moment you needed it. Unfortunately, with guys like that, not everything left, so much of him had stayed, lingering like the stench of a rotten egg. Once the final customer departed, Winona clenched her fists and punched a rice bag on the second shelf of the walk-in. 

	She emerged and Brianna was there, wet with dishwater. 

	“You okay?”

	“I need a beer. Have a beer with me?” 

	“I’ll have rum and Coke. Not a beer fan.”

	They sat on the kitchen counter and sipped. Winona spilled everything that had happened with Jerome. Brianna spoke little until Winona got to the point of Jerome’s visit and what Dane had done.

	“Dane Butler did what?” Brianna was excited.

	“He mostly got punched and kicked, but he did choke-slam him a good one from behind.”

	“How did he get Jerome to leave?”

	“The whole deal was weird. Dane kept shouting about being tough and saying I do think I’m tough! I do! I do! Like he’d lost his mind or something. It worked though.” Winona stared forward while her mind replayed the scene, it almost felt like it had happened to someone else once she told it, as if she’d passed on the experience and it no longer belonged to her. “He’s lucky Jerome didn’t kill him.”

	“Jerome’s had his way so long he doesn’t understand that people aren’t automatic. I heard from his high school sweetheart, they’d dated for seven years in all, whole time he was cheating. She left him when he broke her arm.”

	“And you didn’t warn me?” 

	Brianna frowned. “Small towns, not everything is right.”

	“What’s that mean?”

	“Okay. So, one time, I was at the post office checking my mailbox when I walked past this pair of women. They were in their forties—locals. One’s named Debbie Brink and the other’s Shayla Munt, they come in here maybe once every few months. They had kids a year before me and a couple kids after me, in school I mean. So I walked in and went to get stamps. My wallet was in the car. I left to retrace my steps. That’s when I heard one woman tell the other woman I had to leave home when I was a teenager because I caught HIV and gave it to my mother by mistake. So stupid. I actually poked my face back into their conversation and laughed at them. Then I asked around, half the fucking town still believes this! So forgive me if I don’t spread unsubstantiated stories. It’s not like she pressed charges.”

	If ever someone had a good excuse to keep from passing gossip, Brianna had one.

	“Did you think about pressing charges?”

	Winona sighed. “No. Imagine it. It would all come out, and I’d have some fucking judge and some attorney poking holes into my intent and why did I go with him and why did I do stuff afterwards. I don’t really know why I do anything sometimes. As if I invented doing the wrong thing after I’ve been embarrassed and hurt.”

	Brianna rubbed at Winona’s back, haplessly. 

	“I really wanted him to like me, and I thought I could, you know, like, fix what he wanted… And he kept saying I asked for it. He was so firm, and I wondered if I did. I don’t know how I could’ve…I don’t…” Winona sobbed into her hands.

	“Nothing to do about it now, right? And don’t worry, from here on I’ll take his table, and I’ll tell Frankie that she has to take his table too. Unless Frankie flips and bans him. She might. She doesn’t like shit from men. I won’t tell her everything, of course.”

	Winona sniffled. “Okay,” she said, not believing a word of it.

	 


Twenty-Three

	A routine, even if it came only once a year, wasn’t easy to break. A duck with potatoes, carrots, stuffing, cranberries, and gravy to celebrate Christmas. For a long time he’d shared this tradition with Jack Cole. Dane had intended on fixing the meal for himself on December 25th. Winona gasped as if offended by his plan to spend Christmas alone. 

	“Nope, you’re coming here,” she said.

	“I can still do a duck. Not many opportunities to cook duck, or show off my skills,” Dane said. He was beaming, suddenly excited for Christmas. He truly hadn’t expected an invitation.

	Together, the trio took the Fairlane out to Duluth. Casey whined, not understanding why Adele was not on the stereo. All they had to do is plug in the phone. He’d seen his mother do it a thousand times in their car. He’d explained this and refused to listen to Dane or his mother about auxiliary ports. He eventually calmed when The Muppets hit the airwaves with The Twelve Days of Christmas, followed by back-to-back Alvin and the Chipmunks’ takes on seasonal classics. 

	There were slushy mounds on both sides of the two-lane highway. Ahead of his heavy, winter-ready Ford, a little Volkswagen puttered along about fifteen miles slower than the posted speed limit. A reflective bumper sticker with Biden Harris 2020 done in blue on white sat crookedly next to the trunk’s keyhole. 

	“Got a slow poke,” Dane said.

	“Maybe it’s their first winter driving. I hate this stuff and I’ve been driving in it since I was seventeen.”

	“Ah, to be a new driver again,” Dane said and sighed.

	“To be a new anything.” Winona paused, watching through the windshield. “What were you like in high school?”

	Dane gave his head a single, jerky shake. “In trouble mostly,” he said, and the subject ended there. “Timing’s working out for shopping. I’m hurting for socks. It’s like the elastics all wear out in early December, every pair.”

	“It’s a huge conspiracy.”

	Dane tapped his nose. “Like Pizzagate.”

	Winona rolled her eyes, those cultists were terrifying because they didn’t drink the Kool-Aid, they threw it in everyone else’s face. She shivered. “I know someone else who needs new socks, and undies,” Winona said to put her head in a better spot and then turned in her seat.

	“I do?” Casey looked at his booted feet.

	Since Winona had moved into the schoolhouse, she’d chipped away at her debt and treated herself only during milestones. Once she’d dropped a quarter of the debt, she bought some makeup, and clothes for Casey. At half, she called Spectrum and had the high-speed internet hooked up. She wasn’t yet three quarters through the minimal debt and expected a huge back step once the day was through, but Christmas had come, and Christmas dictated spending. 

	“I looked for you on Facebook,” Winona said. 

	“No luck finding me?” Dane kept his eyes forward. 

	The Volkswagen driver ahead of them had slowed further. A Mitsubishi SUV barreled toward the Fairline and Dane winced at the abruptness.

	“No. You have a secret account or no account?”

	In the backseat, Casey leaned his face against the velvety upholstery. He hummed along with Michael Bublé’s rendition of Frosty the Snowman.

	“No account. Two things: first, one of the keys to modern happiness is deleting your Facebook account. Bigger reason, though, that whole mess gives me anxiety. I mean I used to be on there, but then all the people I knew growing up—before Jack took me in—found me. One time I was telling an old friend about my stories, and he said everyone needs a hobby. I got rid of that junk just before my first book was published.”

	“That’s a shitty thing to say, huh?” Winona whispered.

	The Volkswagen owned the road thanks to the slush and dictated everyone’s speed. A line-up had formed, and Dane had little choice. He leaned the Fairline toward the center to peek around. An oncoming truck about a quarter mile away kept him from passing.

	“I had another good old buddy Googling statistics about how much the average writer earned and then he started telling me about mutual funds and land opportunities.” Dane laughed without humor. 

	“You can go on Facebook again just to tell them to screw off. You’re making it as a writer.”

	“What’s the point? One’s a lawyer and the other inherited a bundle of money and made it a bigger bundle building mini-malls. To them, success is a bank account measurement. It doesn’t matter that one had a huge inheritance or that the other did as his father did and was only meeting bare minimum of expectations.” 

	“Oh?” Winona said.

	“I can’t win because the wide end of the capitalism pyramid doesn’t scare me. I’ll never sell stupid numbers like Stephen King or James Patterson, but what would I do with all that money anyway?”

	“I could think of a couple things to do with Stephen King money… So, no Facebook then.”

	Tight behind the Mitsubishi was a Chevy sedan. Every few seconds, the SUV popped out a half-width for a look around the drivers holding up the traffic. Cutting and weaving, despite a steady stream of oncoming traffic.

	“No Facebook. Anyway, you haven’t said what you want for Christmas.”

	Winona tapped a finger against the ashtray by the door handle. “Does it seem to you that we’ve somehow skipped a bunch of steps and became an old married couple that sleeps in separate beds and has separate bank accounts?”

	Dane laughed, this time with humor.

	Behind the Chevy, a GMC Sierra bolted into the oncoming lane, sending a slush backwash over every car it passed. The Volkswagen took the same splash that rest had, but rather than powering through, the driver slammed on the brakes. Dane saw the red flash and jerked left, skidding through the slush median and bumping the passenger’s side wheels into a handful of warning divots. An ugly squeak sounded when the rubber hit a dry patch of road in the oncoming lane and bit into the salty asphalt. The backend of the Fairline fishtailed as he slammed on the gas, rocketing into head-on danger. 

	“Dane!” Winona shouted.

	Casey wailed in the backseat, his voice high and ringing.

	A Greyhound charged them, horn punched and blaring just loud enough to hear over the David Bowie and Bing Crosby on the radio and Casey in the back. Dane swung to his right and through the mucky ridge again. There were two thumps into divots and then a third when the huge back end swung around and hit the ridge separating road from shoulder. 

	Casey began to cry, which was progress. 

	Winona clung to the dash and the door, her knuckles pale as printer paper. 

	Dane clenched the wheel so tightly that his hands ached, and his arms felt like cement. The blood in his veins carried waking explosions of adrenaline as his heart jackhammered, but the old car evened out and the bus was long out of sight. 

	Dane watched the wipers move slush aside. In the rear-view mirror, the Volkswagen was gone and the Mitsubishi approached, but at no great clip. Dane sped up to ten over the limit—the typical going pace of that highway—and collected his being. For a few heartbeats there, he was on the brink.

	“It’s okay, buddy.” 

	Dane looked at Winona who’d reached back to Casey’s knee. His eyes darted forward, and he said, “We very nearly bit it. This old boat doesn’t have airbags or anything.”

	“And you don’t even have any Facebook friends to wish you a happy R-I-P,” Winona said and began cackling and crying.

	Dane wasn’t quite up for laughter yet. Dying was a scary thought. Not the loss of life, but the meaninglessness of the work in his figurative trunk. The hours he’d spent, the stories sitting in file folders, unread, unappreciated, unacknowledged by the world.

	They drove the rest of the way quietly, into the city and then to the mall. All piled out of the car as if it was what had almost killed them and not road conditions meeting impatience and novice skill. 

	“Meet at the food court at one,” Dane said from just inside the door.

	“What?” Winona asked. “You aren’t shopping with us?”

	“I can’t buy gifts for people when all the people are with me,” Dane said and leaned in to whisper, “What are you getting for the kid?”

	“No idea. Was thinking I could get him a controller and maybe you can put games on my computer or something.”

	Her breath smelled like coffee and was wonderfully warm and damp on his ear. “How about I get the controller? I know about that stuff, but since it was your idea, you can put your name on the tag. That way you get the deserving points.”

	“Okay, deal. You’ll take him for a bit after lunch, right? He needs clothes.”

	“Yeah, sure.”

	They leaned apart and Casey wore a spy’s gaze. “I know what you’re doing,” he said.

	~

	Slim on time, Dane had to rush back from the parking lot. The gifts were loaded out of sight, stashed in the trunk behind a pine crate of emergency items and two sets of booster cables. He had to be at the food court in four minutes. He ran through JC Penney and then dodged around a crowd milling at the Caribou Coffee stand as he tried to recall exactly where the food court was. Panic had washed away his interior compass. Three minutes late, he arrived two minutes before the text came to his cellphone instructing him that Winona and Casey were going to be five more minutes and that Casey wanted a burger, so they’d head for the Five Guys instead of the main food court.

	“Agh!” Dane said and a few shoppers turned to look at him. 

	The Five Guys was right by JC Penney. He got to walking, this time at a moderate pace. Off and on while shopping, he’d been thinking about the result of his eventual demise. The idea that so much good work existed and might never see eyes stung like nothing else. Even the money in his account seemed ready to burn away if he didn’t make good use of it sooner than later. He’d had to rein it in some while buying gifts, reminding himself that a close call wasn’t a delayed death sentence.

	From her spot in line, Winona waved with two fingers, her arm raised to hip level, bags in hands. Once close enough, Dane recognized the paper from the women dressed as elves at the wrapping kiosk. 

	“You okay with burgers?” Winona asked.

	“Burgers are great,” he said.

	Six minutes later, they sat a four-seat table, gifts in the fourth chair. Casey bounced, gawking at all the people with bright wrapping paper and plastic bags. The true Christmas spirit had him. Gifts: the reason for the season. 

	Dane slurped back the end of a Diet Coke while listening to Winona tell of battling mommies at Old Navy, fighting over themed onesies while children remained buckled into strollers at their sides. He listened, not quite as amused as Winona over the scene. Not much would’ve amused him right then. Death had floated into Dane’s forefront. 

	Looking around the dining area, he spotted a saleswoman in a pantsuit going over real estate listings and making notes. “Be right back,” he said and made straight for the woman. 

	Winona and Casey watched as she smiled and offered what he’d asked for. 

	According to the name on the side of the pen, Leigh Momii worked for RE/MAX. 

	Dane scribbled on a napkin, signed his name, and handed it over to Winona. 

	“Probably not legally binding,” he said, feeling silly.

	Winona read the soft square: 

	 

	I, Dane Trevor Butler, born May 28, 1985, hereby leave all my possessions and the rights to my stories to Winona Aberlin in the event of my death. 

	December 22, 2017 

	Dane Butler

	 

	She lifted her face and bunched up her expression, as if the note smelled funny. “What’s with this?”

	“That near-crash scared me. I keep writing, fully intending on someday seeing most of my old work come to be appreciated, eventually, even if it’s limited appreciation. If I die today, they go nowhere. It’s all on my hard drive and in my Cloud account online.”

	Winona relaxed her face and lifted her cup and straw to her mouth. “Do you ever get lonely?” she asked and then sucked.

	“Mom, I want ice cream,” Casey said, his eyes seemed to roll in his head.

	“Eat your fries, buddy. Might get ice cream after we’re done shopping. So do you?”

	Dane shrugged. This simple question had a not-so-simple answer. He stepped away from life so often that time passed by outside the normal volume of existence. If he was lonely, he experienced a muted loneliness. 

	“Not as often as you’d think,” he said finally.

	~

	Dane was lonely at the end of the day when he dropped off Winona and Casey, but that was bound to happen and was apt to flee quickly. At least he still had Chauncey. 

	The mutt scooted out the door as soon Dane opened it. It was easy to forget about him. The dog only wanted out when he needed to take care of a bodily function and only whined when he had an empty bowl. Dane had tried to be better for Chauncey. He took the dog for short walks that not only exercised the fat old thing but helped prime Dane’s creative waterfall. 

	“Do doggies get depressed?” Dane kneeled down to pet the Chauncey. “Do you miss Andy?” Back inside after emptying his bladder. “I bet you do. How about we go watch something on the laptop?”

	The day was a waste in a work sense and was the first day he’d taken off since he’d moved to Moreland. Too tired and entirely out of sorts, Dane streamed Creepshow 2 on Shudder.

	 


Twenty-Four

	Dane carted the gifts through the door. Still dim, but the sun would be along soon enough. He’d received a Merry Christmas text from Winona that suggested if he wanted what he’d purchased for Casey to be amid the stuff she’d purchased—one was a book with his name in the from slot—then he’d better move because Casey was apt to explode if he waited too long.

	It took a few minutes to load the duck and the other supper fixins into the Ford before he rounded the country road line. 

	Winona gave a concerned furrow of her brows when Dane entered the schoolhouse with an armload of wrapped packages, one of which was quite large. 

	“Take these and I’ll grab the duck,” Dane said.

	The gifts were heavy, and Winona was at a loss about how to feel. It was as if Dane had inserted himself into her family, like a sliver, but no. She’d started it. She’d invited him…but were the big gifts maybe a boundary crossed?

	“Oh shush, you,” she whispered to the perpetual worrier inside her mind. 

	They sat down around the tree once the food was in. Casey did his part and tore into the gifts, leaving the biggest for last at Winona’s command.

	“Mario Kart!” Casey squealed upon opening the second to last gift under the tree.

	Winona’s mouth was wide enough to stuff an avocado between her teeth. She’d priced the Nintendo Switch with Mario Kart 8, and it was way, way out of the budget. Systems were not cheap to begin with, but add in the extra controller and two additional Mario Bros. themed games; she guessed Dane had spent more than five hundred bucks.

	“One more gift under there.” Dane had a sly grin on his lips.

	The package was about the size of a shoebox. Somewhat reluctantly, Winona fell to her knees and collected the gift. She peeled back the paper and saw the gold carriage above the word Coach.

	“What did you do?” Winona said.

	“There’s a story.” 

	Casey was running around the living room, miming driving with one of the Joy-Con steering wheels that would fit around one of the Nintendo controllers.

	“Better be. I know what these cost.”

	“Yeah, well, I felt like a bit of a creep walking around JC Penney, in the ladies department, so I asked an associate for help.” 

	Winona finally looked up from the bag.

	“She was a few years younger than you, I think, and she said that if I wanted to look like a big shot hero to a woman, I had to get something flashy. I’m a bit of a tight ass with money, as you’ve seen, I’m sure. I’ve always thought going without always seemed wiser, but that’s for me. Gifts are different, but not that different.

	“Okay?” she said. 

	Casey was making screeching rubber noises behind the couch.

	“Anyway, I know the difference between the kind of nice purse an everyday woman buys for herself versus the kind they really want.”

	Winona pulled the simple, elegant brown leather purse from the box and ran her fingertips over the dimpled leather—so soft it might’ve been made from human infant if it weren’t so firm, and legally sourced. She’d mooned over flashy purses, but never had the money for one. 

	“That’s when I remembered s about a million years ago Jack Cole transferred all his JC Penney points to a card in my name—he bought all new appliances— if I got into a bind at college, I guess. But it’s not like they have food. And if I ever did go, I’d always used the card without thinking about the points.”

	“And?” Winona said, touching the leather absently.

	 “I had almost ten thousand.” 

	“They don’t sell purses like these,” Winona said.

	“No, but there was this man standing nearby with a loaded cart. Very shrewd this fella. He offered to buy gift cards if I purchased them, at eighty percent. I came away with enough that more than two thirds of that bag was pretty much free to me.”

	“You didn’t make all that up, did you? Writer man.”

	“Ha! No.”

	Winona lifted the bag and smelled it. “I love it! I’ve never…I don’t know what to say. Thank you so much!”

	“I wanna play!” Casey had stopped running to open the Nintendo box and set everything on the floor around him. “Marioooh Kart!”

	“How do you explain the price of that?” Winona pointed. She’d purchased Dane two paperbacks, and they were suddenly beyond underwhelming in their inadequacy. “The games are too expensive.”

	Casey’s eyes bulged and he flopped as if covering a grenade, shielding the system. “I’m keeping it!” 

	“I don’t know what it cost. Your name was on the tag.” Dane rose from the couch and connected the system to the television.

	~

	Supper was a grand affair for Winona. Yuri sure couldn’t cook much, and Dane’s duck was fantastic. Everything else fell into place around it and Winona served peanut butter ice cream pie for dessert. At nine o’clock, the boy who had become like a zombie before the TV screen accepted arms that carried him upstairs to his bedroom. While Winona handled the boy, Dane gathered his coat and hat. He bent over to put on his boots as she came down the stairs.

	“Heading out?” she asked.

	“Yep. Ate too much, I think I’ll probably sleep until noon.”

	“Oh, I figured you wanted another gift,” she said, pouty.

	Dane lifted his head. The button and the zipper of her blue jeans yawned, revealing sensible pink underwear.

	“I didn’t buy the stuff so you’d…I mean I’m not trying to…”

	“Shut up and fuck me,” Winona said.

	Boots off. 

	Dane did as told. 

	~

	Lights out, eyes closed, Dane fought the pressure, but was too tired to move. He risked it and let out some gas. Winona shifted. The fart was quiet and mostly scentless. Dane let out more. The valve failed and his sphincter voiced a triumphant horn blow.

	Winona rolled over and began laughing. Heat burned up to Dane’s ears until he heard a goodly boom from the warm body next him.

	“Nice to get that out of the way so early,” she said and then added, “Oh, I’m sorry, that’s a bad one.”

	“Jesus,” Dane said and laughed. Her gas reeked of sulfur and methane and too much dairy.

	~

	A room over, Casey lay swaddled under his blue blanket, surrounded by darkness, dreaming of cats in the snow. Around his bed, lingering in the gloomy shadows, were Hetty’s schoolchildren. Dozens of them, awaiting the proper moment.

	 


Twenty-Five

	“You know what he’s talking about more than I do lately,” Winona said. 

	Dane huffed a single silent laugh.

	“What’s the best thing I can get him for thirty bucks? And don’t dare think you can up it because you’re feeling flush for gifts.” 

	“Whoa now,” Dane said, hands up, palms out.

	“He knows his birthday is small because of Christmas and I don’t need him assuming there’s been a paradigm shift because Dane sleeps over sometimes.”

	He put his hands down and his mouth tipped to the right half of his face, thinking.

	Swinging Dane into more than the helpful and friendly neighbor role was easy. In fact, Winona hardly recalled why she hadn’t seen so much in the man before. The formula was all there: simple to like and simple to fit. She knew when he was in work mode, but also knew he’d shift it, if she needed him to. 

	In fact, everything was perfect until Winona mentioned the relationship at work. Frankie had cared little, and Winona expected that, but Brianna sulked. She had a crush on the only famous writer she’d ever met. To Winona’s relief, three shifts after telling Brianna, the woman flipped like a switch and started poking fun about Dane’s characters. Winona understood that this was a suggestion of a better fit, and in a way, Brianna did suit the man better. She was a reader and Winona wasn’t. She knew all about Dane’s work and Winona did not.

	The last novel Winona had read all the way to the end was in high school. She started Road Hard on January 2 and finished it on January 5. The story was better than she imagined, much more than she expected from a man willing to change an alternator and babysit her kid.

	“Any ideas, yet?” Winona asked, in bed, reminding Dane of her request of a gift suggestion.

	“I assume what you mean by my understanding him better is the video games. I know enough that I bought something kids have always liked.” Dane shrugged. “I’m guessing there’ll be a newer system in a year.”

	“Really? It’ll still work though, right?”

	“Oh yeah, it’ll work until the kid wears it out.”

	“I like that you call him the kid.”

	“And I like that you let me touch your boobs,” Dane said, reaching over.

	“I aim to please.” Winona tickled fingers in the wiry hair just inside the elastic band of Dane’s boxer shorts.

	~

	The moon shined a pale white glow through the little window in Casey’s bedroom. Something had awoken him. The old schoolhouse had thick interior walls, insulated to lessen heating costs and reduce the ugliness of mismatched construction. The extra layer buffered any and all sounds. 

	The nightlight was mostly futile, as the moon was so bright, but it did shine enough on the door to the hallway that his eyes cut the gloom without trouble. 

	Seeing wasn’t the trouble. The door was closed, that was the trouble. 

	The floor creaked, coming from the shadows beyond the nightlight’s reach. 

	“Mom?” Casey whispered.

	The footfall creak repeated, closer.

	“Mom?”

	A finger snapped and a single voice filled the dim room. 

	“Poor Hetty is a-weeping, a-weeping, a-weeping. Poor Hetty is a-weeping on a bright summer’s day.” 

	“Mom!” Additional weight moved onto Casey’s bed. Hands on his face and legs straddling his chest. 

	“It’s not fair,” the childish voice said, a girl several years older than Casey according to tone. “It’s not fair. Can’t be tardy. Can’t be absent.”

	Casey struggled and screeched against the cool damp palm pressed to his mouth. He ran his tongue over her skin. It tasted like dirt.

	“It’s not fair and you have to pay as we have to pay,” the girl said.

	A body rose from next to the bed, blotting out much of the moonshine pouring into the room. The figure closed the gap. It was a boy with a shaved head. He bent until his lips were almost touching Casey’s eye.

	“Kids gotta pay or Hetty gets a-weeping,” the boy said, his breath reminded Casey of opening the ice cream freezer at the grocery store.

	That feeling was enough and Casey thrashed. His bladder gave. The girl laughed until Casey’s hand freed and fingers jabbed into eyes. In a panic, Casey pushed deeper and hooked inside up to his second knuckle. He held tight. The girl jumped back, and her face came away in Casey’s hand, as if she’d been wearing a mask. A splash of black liquid fell onto his chest and neck. He squealed and leapt to his feet. The boy who pinned him, rolling from the bed at the force.

	“Mom!” Casey kicked open the door and ran. Casey jumped onto Dane’s back and Dane tried to hold his shuddering body still while in the midst of orgasm. 

	“Casey!” Winona said, gasping.

	“Mom! The bad kids! Mom!”

	Winona lay back, heavy breathing. Dane was still inside her, but softening, though not very quickly. He tried to roll away from the boy. Casey had his grip and was not willing to relent. The room reeked of the dirty sauna-like scent of repeated sex, but also other things. A piss smell and an earthy smell, bad dirt. 

	“Shh, you had a dream,” Winona said.

	A hard clipping report approached quickly, and the trio turned their collective attention to the door. In seconds, without doubt, evil children were apt to charge into the bedroom like a zombie crusade. 

	Click clack, click clack.

	Instead, Chauncey’s small face appeared, eyes shining in the moonlight coming through the window. Casey’s grip on Dane relented enough that Dane had room to slip sideways off the bed and locate cover for his bottom-half—a pair of Winona’s tight pink pajama shorts. He crossed the room to the light switch. Black smears rode his arms and back. Everywhere that Casey had touched was black.

	“Did you poop?” Winona asked.

	“No!” Casey wailed.

	Dane charged out of the bedroom and through the door across the hall. There was movement on the bed. Dane flicked the plastic switch and yellow light coated the small room. Something jerked beneath the blanket. Hand still on the wall, both feet barely inside the door, Dane froze. 

	Winona called out from across the hall. 

	Chauncey clopped with paw-nails announcing steps, stopping at Dane’s side. He nudged at his new master’s knee. 

	The blanket moved more, and Chauncey growled. Dane did nothing when the dog took two steps forward. After the third step, man followed old mutt. 

	The blanket moved again. There were black stains up near the pillows that ran grey into the bedding. The stains were peculiar. Not a toilet-related accident at all.

	Chauncey leapt onto the bed and bit down at the first sign of motion. Growling and snarling and sinking teeth deep. The thing under the blanket began grunting, a mewling squeak resounded, and in seconds, the fight was over. Dark blood seeped, mixing with the black mess.

	Next-door, the shower ran, and Winona called out to Dane, “Did a pipe burst?”

	“Just a second. Chauncey’s got something.”

	Dane put his hand on Chauncey’s back and the canine rage washed away, eventually. The dog let go and hopped off the bed. The covers came back, and Dane gawked at what was there in the midst of ruffled bedsheets. 

	“How’d you get in here?” he asked the floppy-eared dead thing. 

	Packaging from a Christmas gift remained on the floor from when Casey put away his socks. Using the ripped plastic like a glove, Dane lifted the heavy rabbit and folded the plastic backwards to save making more of a mess. Chauncey watched and whined excitedly. He’d killed the damned thing after all. The dog followed man and prize down the stairs and to the door. 

	Dane slipped his feet into his boots and turned back to Chauncey. “Sorry, pooch.” 

	Outside, the cold bit his mostly bare skin and sent rippling goosebumps to the surface. The plastic folded back, Dane stood at the side of the house facing a tree line. The rabbit dripped, hanging by its feet as Dane swung three light pendulum cocks, readying for a great toss. He held the bag but let go of the intruder and listened to the dead rabbit clip branches before thunking softly into the snow. 

	Chauncey whined at Dane’s emptyhanded return. Dane patted him once and charged back up the small set of stairs. The bathroom door was open a crack. Inside, the shower ran, and Casey stood with a towel wrapped around him.

	“Did you get them out?” Casey whispered.

	“I didn’t see any kids in there, but there was a rabbit.”

	“A rabbit?” Casey’s eyes were wide.

	Winona stopped the shower and poked her head out. “Did you say a rabbit?”

	“Yeah, in the bed. Chauncey took hold before I knew what it was.”

	“Rabbits are scary,” Casey whined.

	“Is it gone?” Winona took the towel from behind the curtain.

	“Yes, ma’am. I’ll go take down the kid’s bedding. That rabbit was filthy, or sick…I don’t understand how it got there.”

	Winona stepped out of the shower, wrapped. “Do you know?” she asked Casey.

	“The kids. They brung it!” Casey began sobbing, gasping.

	Chauncey’s toenails clacked against the floor.

	Dane looked over his shoulder. “Chauncey feels your pain, kid. Maybe you’d like to have him sleep in your bedroom with you,” Dane said. “I mean when we’re here.”

	Casey nodded, sniffling.

	~

	Winona suggested that since Chauncey had to stay, Dane probably had to stay as well. 

	“A little quick, isn’t it?” Dane asked.

	“I don’t want all your junk here, just you and the dog.”

	Dane made a thinking face. “Does that mean you just want me for my body?”

	Winona backhanded his chest. “No, really. Who makes the rules anyway? What’s quick? We’ve known each other for months. You have your own space, and I can kick you out whenever. Right?”

	“Don’t misunderstand. I like sleeping over. I like being here for breakfast and going to my office to work. It makes it seem almost as if I have a real job.” 

	Winona’s eyebrows lifted, letting her wide-open eyes catch extra moonlight. “So what’s the problem?”

	“I only asked because it does feel quick to me, but not too quick.”

	“So what are we arguing about?”

	“We’re not,” Dane said and groped around until he found his target. Lips landed on lips.

	He’d slept over three straight nights since the rabbit attack, and it was the first night that they were not having sex. Winona offered, but only in the shower because it was a lot of laundry trouble for a little fun when she was menstruating. 

	Dane had said, simply, nah.

	“Good night,” Winona said.

	Rolled away, backs together, Dane realized that Winona on her period was a very good thing. Condoms were something he’d been meaning to pick up, but never got around to grabbing. 

	~

	After the discussion about the likely direction in the cost of games, Winona decided on something simple and available locally. Moreland had few options for gifts, but they had a video rental store, still kicking, if only barely. Moreland Video-Rama survived mostly on game rentals and the sale of stock, new and used. For twenty-six bucks, she purchased two five-part box sets of the Land Before Time franchise on DVD. 

	On the morning of Casey’s fourth birthday, Dane went home to work, and mother and son watched a movie. Once the first finished, Casey returned to Mario Kart 8. His pitiful maneuvering of the kart was almost painful to watch. The game was too hard for Casey and yet, he never got discouraged, at times he even seemed to mock the flying turtle holding the alarming wrong way sign. Casey wheeled around, flung shells, sometimes racing and other times working on a kamikaze mission against opponents. 

	Morning passed into afternoon, and Dane returned from his office. Immediately, he went over to where Winona stood filling the water pitcher at the sink and pecked her cheek, in close rendition of an atomic TV couple. 

	“Got two emails: one rejection, one acceptance,” he said.

	“For little stories?” Winona returned the pitcher to the fridge and started toward the living room with a stubby glass of water.

	“Short stories,” Dane said, smiling. “The rejection came from a small, small magazine and was so condescendingly supportive I wanted to reach through the screen and smack the editor.”

	“Short, little, same diff’,” Winona said from the couch, directly behind Casey who sat on the floor, enthralled by the race. “One email was good though, right?”

	“Yep, they were keen on doing a Q&A about The Freeze. Probably why they accepted the story at all.”

	~

	At work, Winona told the rabbit story to Frankie, though Brianna had passed-on the tale already. Weird. Ripley’s Believe it or Not weird. 

	“Your son’s just young though, right? How old exactly?” asked an old man sitting not far from the kitchen. He was alone and had white whiskers sprouting everywhere but from the top of his head. He wore a wool suit and large insulated rubber boots. The kind evil fishermen wore in horror movies.

	“Just turned four, why?”

	“No reason, I heard your story. Bet that was quite a scare for him.” 

	“Yeah.”

	This man gave Winona sour butterflies. His interest in her son was distasteful. Her eyebrows furrowed.

	The man forced a grin. “Don’t worry, I’m no creep. Name’s Anton Tremblay.” The man paused to let his name sink, but it had no meaning. “The mayor of Moreland.”

	“Really, oh. Nice to meet you. I’m Winona. I’m sorry I didn’t know who you were, I only just moved into the old schoolhouse south of town a little while ago.”

	“Yes, it’s a small town. After the first time you served me, I asked around.”

	Winona did not recall ever seeing this man before. 

	“Is there anything else you’d like?”

	“Only the bill, thank you.”

	He paid, left a reasonable fifteen percent on top, and was gone. 

	“That was weird,” Winona said, bussing the mayor’s coffee mug after he’d paid.

	Frankie was leaned against the grill and spoke over her shoulder. “Everybody’s nosey in Moreland. The mayor’s all right.”

	“Guess I’m just not used to that yet.”

	Frankie nodded. “Your business is everybody’s business in a place like Moreland.” 

	“I’m just kind of paranoid when it comes to Casey,” she said.

	Frankie turned and lifted her firm shoulders into a minor shrug. “Yeah, and it shows in your face. You’d make a shit poker player.”

	~

	Stinking of deep fryer grease and cleaning agent, Winona stepped into the old schoolhouse. Chauncey rushed out and Dane was already in his coat and boots. 

	“Hey, I’ll be right back. I finished my book and need to grab another. Want me to grab one for you?”

	Winona had enjoyed Road Hard and Dane’s enthusiasm for reading was infectious. “Sure, grab me one. Not one so scary. Like a mystery or something. If you have one.”

	Overcast outside, Dane had a flashlight that cast a good glow. Still heeding Andy’s suggestion, he took a scenic route and almost shrieked when the beam of his flashlight came upon a man standing in the darkness.

	“Jesus, who the fuck are you?” Dane shouted, breathlessly.

	“Didn’t mean to startle you. I’m here checking up on town property. It’s a good idea to give that old kiddie pool a wide berth, Mr. Butler.”

	The man turned away and walked along the overgrown and snowed-in path, toward the shrouded running lights of a car on the road beyond the trees. Too cold to meander, Dane rushed into his home. He gathered an Alison Littlewood that had lived on his to-be-read list for months and a Megan Abbott novel for Winona.

	~

	“There was a man out there looking at the old pool. I nearly crapped my pants,” Dane whispered when he got back to the schoolhouse.

	Casey was in bed but rose whenever the adults spoke too loudly. As if he took it as his invitation to come out and say hello.

	“What did he look like?” Winona had showered and donned her pajamas. 

	Dane explained what he saw.

	“That’s the mayor,” she said.

	“What does the mayor…? I guess that makes sense. He did say something about town property, and he knew my name.”

	“I wondered which of our properties could boast owning a pool,” Winona said and then kissed Dane’s pink and chilly nose. 

	“Yeah, that thing’ll really drive up the real estate value.”

	“Why check it in the middle of the night though?” Winona said, turning serious after a moment.

	Dane had no clue.

	~

	“See you around two or three,” Dane said as he opened the door onto a cold, bright countryside. “Come on, Chauncey.”

	The dog was already on his way up, stretching out his back, when Dane called. The paw-nail click became a gentle snow crunch and Dane waved to Winona who stood by the window. Winona offered a smile and turned away. 

	Ten degrees, according to the ancient Pioneer Seed thermometer tacked to the doorframe of the old schoolhouse. Warmer by a few degrees than the morning earlier. The snow sparkled. Settled and hardened, Dane’s feet broke crusty ridges with each step. Through the tree line along the path, Dane and Chauncey wandered in an arc around the smooth, flooded and then frozen pool. Fours eyes remained on the mysterious blank patch of white to their left. Dane ceased movement and Chauncey slowed. The mayor’s footfalls had left prints. He hadn’t imagined it and nobody else had ventured in from the deer run that led to the road. 

	Chauncey whined.

	“Right, right, work time.” Dane followed the dog up to the house.

	Inside was mostly cleared of the old man who had lived there. Cleaning out the place made it seem empty. Dane wandered about the house like an absentee occupant. To save money, he’d turned the heat down to fifty-five and used a space heater in the office where he and Chauncey spent their days. Chauncey had secondary feed dishes and a stack of old woolen blankets on the floor a couple feet from the little heater. 

	In the office, Chauncey spun twice and dropped while Dane awoke his computer. It took a few minutes. 

	In the kitchen, Dane got the coffee brewing. It was to be another day of editing. He had the creative reservoir to write the first draft of six or seven novel manuscripts a year if he somehow found the time to do everything and didn’t need to edit—also the will to write so much without a readership, only James Patterson could put out that many books a year in the current world. On top of all else, edited manuscripts held some potential cash value. Fresh ideas did not.

	The coffee dripped and, still hungry after a bowl of Cheerios at Winona’s, he retrieved a granola bar from the cupboard. He’d taken most of his food over, bit by bit; he wowed her with ability to cook. He had only Yuri to thank for that because Dane was no chef. 

	Coffee in cup, mixed with the proper amount of sweetener and light cream, Dane plopped down behind his desk like a pilot at the controls of an airplane with a whole lot of space and no flight plan. Before getting to work, he scrolled through Twitter. He’d begun tinkering with an idea—Sylvia’s idea—of starting a regular blog. In one month, he’d managed one post. A page counter showed that a handful of people had visited the site since the day before. 

	“Likely local. Probably the same five people awaiting an update.” Probably Brianna, he thought and smirked—though he was wrong.

	He got to work. An hour passed. He poured a second coffee; got back to it. He didn’t lift his head again until he heard Winona’s voice calling in from the main doorway, frantic, panicked.

	~

	“I’m gonna get in the shower, then you’re going to take a bath. You’re getting stinky.” Winona spoke to Casey’s slumped shoulders as he stared at the TV screen. 

	He’d chosen Yoshi. Typically, he used one of the dinosaurs or one of the dragons. He had his eyes on a seventh-place finish on the Moo Moo Meadows track and did not hear his mother. The race ended. The water pattered. He rubbed at his thumb. The meat of it had become hard and sore, but he didn’t want to tell his mother. He’d done that once and she said that maybe she’d talk to Dane about all the games. That was before Dane became like Casey’s new dad for real. Back when Dane was only the fun babysitter. 

	Thinking he was getting pretty close to winning, he restarted Moo Moo Meadows. The TV went blank, and Casey looked down at his controller. Nothing funny there.

	He shook the controller. 

	“Work.”

	The air of the room changed around him. The smell was thick. A dirty, bad smell. He lifted his head and looked at the two bad kids from the diner parking lot. They mouthed words. 

	“Mom!” Casey hopped to his feet.

	Black ooze poured from their gaped maws. Casey turned and rushed toward the washroom where his mother showered. She had the little waterproof radio on. The music was loud enough that it traveled through the door.

	Only feet from his mother, ready to burst in and demand attention, Casey stumbled and fell when he attempted to stop. Three more children stepped out of the wall like ghosts. They wore old timey clothes: dresses and slacks, suspenders, and ribbons in their hair. They stepped slowly, singing the horrid song.

	“Why are you weeping, weeping, weeping?”

	Casey crawled like a crab in reverse and flipped onto his knees. He screamed and this time, the radio ceased its play. He screamed again as he broke for the kitchen. More children appeared. Four of them. Three stood with open mouths and arms, black fluid dripping over their bottom lips like cool crude oil. The fourth chanted like the others.

	Hetty was a-weeping and Casey was a-weeping.

	“Mommy!” he screamed so loudly that his throat hurt. 

	Two more mucky-mouthed girls stepped toward him. 

	Casey charged for the door. It was open and the cool air billowed in, smelling clean and promising. He didn’t know why and didn’t wonder how it got that way, but there were no bad kids out there.

	An old woman stood by the Saturn with a worried expression. She put her hands to her mouth. “Goodness me, child! Come quickly before they reach you! Before they devour you!” The woman then jogged toward the trees.

	Adults were good and those children were evil. Casey followed as if the strange, ridged-faced woman in the long black dress and hooded cape was an old friend. In his socked feet, he crunched through the snow. It hurt and burned with cold.

	“Wait! Mom! Mom!”

	“Hurry, child! They are hungry devils!”

	Through the thin line of trees, Casey shivered as he ran, tears freezing on his cheeks. The skin on his heels and toes ached horribly. Suddenly, the cold seemed worse than the children, and he looked back to the house. They were there, a jogging army of horrors. 

	Casey stumbled and those chasing slowed. The hard snow scratched at his cheek, and he wailed for his mother anew.

	“This way, child, your mother awaits.” The woman was halfway between the schoolhouse and the ugly pool.

	Casey moaned and swiped his cold arm under his runny nose. The dead hands were inches from him. He burst as if a starter pistol roared and there were official blocks beneath his frozen feet. 

	Through the trees, he ran into the arms of the old woman. 

	She sneered down at him, inky tears rolling her cheeks. “It’s time for school.” The woman dragged Casey, her sharp claws digging into flesh. 

	His feet skidded and he screamed for his mother. He screamed for Dane. He screamed for Chauncey. The raucous din of cracking ice buried every sound he made. Cool water put pins and needles into his feet, then his legs, his hips, his stomach, his shoulders, and finally over his head.

	~

	Winona’s hair rode wet-flat, hanging to below her shoulders. Since she had an income again, the tone had gone back to the falsely lighter shade of chestnut that she liked. It was a tone that came naturally all summer, but when winter set, her hair grew dull and dark. She’d last dyed it three weeks earlier and now a dark skunk path was in a fight for scalp space.

	Radio set to the local pop station, Timberlake offered a melodious whine over a slow beat. She pinned her hair and swayed to the rhythm. While working the cream into the threaded gulley between the part, she noted the coarse charcoal shadowing under her pits. She’d always felt much sexier with smooth underarms. She waited, listening to tunes, half-dancing while the cream worked its magic. The showerhead ran. Taylor Swift started into one of her tried and true themes: finding a boy toy. Winona let the water rinse away the foamy goop from her head. She then used a pricey color locking conditioner after fixing her tint. A leave in formula, so she had time to attack the stubble on her pits, legs, and pubic area with a Schick. 

	Over Taylor Swift and the pattering water, Winona heard a screech.

	“Casey?”

	She waited and listened. 

	Another screech.

	She killed the radio. “Casey?”

	Nothing. She resumed rinsing the thick conditioner from her hair. 

	Another cry sounded, this one was farther away, and she had to have misheard—likely a trick of the shower. Still, Winona climbed out and put on her robe without drying. 

	“Casey, buddy?” 

	Cold air from the open door chilled her inside and out. If he did scream and then went outside… Winona had no answers.

	“Casey, are you in here?”

	She went to the door and slipped on her boots while she tied the robe’s belt around her waist. She stepped to the road and looked in both directions for her son.

	“Dane’s.”

	It was obvious then. Maybe he’d cut himself or stubbed a toe and forgot that she was in the shower, and in a fit, chased through the backyard to Dane’s house. Worried, but not yet panicked, Winona followed what she assumed to be the likely steps of her misplaced son over a widely packed path. Space enough to drive a truck through. Further up, a swatch of broken snow crust led to the middle of the strangely snowless ice surface of the flooded pool. She noticed both, but disregarded the points, and continued, seeing no definitive signs of Casey. 

	She shouted in through the open door, trying to rein in her emotions. She then kicked her boots, ensuring herself that Casey was inside and that he and Dane were reading a book, or playing a game, or watching a movie. At worst, Dane was administering some minor first aid.

	“Dane? Casey, are you here, buddy?”

	Dane stepped out of the office. “What’s happening?”

	“Casey’s not here?”

	“No.”

	“He’s gone.”

	“He’s gone?”

	“I heard…shit, maybe he’s in his room. I’m losing my mind.” Winona laughed nervously. “Sorry, I’m sure he’s in his room.”

	“Your hair’s frozen,” Dane said as he started toward the door, Chauncey following close behind.

	~

	“I don’t know…I don’t know. Where would he go? He doesn’t have his boots or coat, where could he be?”

	“Call the police and then get dressed. I’ll go out looking for him.”

	The cops took fourteen minutes to arrive.

	“So you heard him, maybe shout, maybe just call out for you, you got out of the shower and found him gone with the door open?” the officer was stern and calm. A tall man with a grey push broom moustache and hairy knuckles. “Reasonably, that’s only a few seconds. It’s not likely that he’s far.”

	Dane had jogged a large circle around the adjoining parcels of land. He went to the road, past the front of the old schoolhouse, onto a trail budding up to farmland turned wasted space. The only human footprints were his. Back around front of his house. He checked under the deck and then up into his house. Through every room and down into the basement. Nothing. Through the storm door, he raced to the backyard. His chest ached with the cold inhalations. Out of shape, but not too far gone, adrenaline pumped his veins tight and edgy. Onto the cleared ice surface, Dane looked for cracks and found the sheet a perfect pane of smoky glass beneath a fresh breeze-blown dusting of snow. There was no way the boy had fallen through.

	With nothing else coming to mind, he charged back to the schoolhouse. 

	“Any sign?” Winona shouted as Dane opened the door.

	“No, nothing. Oh! What about your car?” 

	Dane burst back out and to Winona’s little car. Nobody inside. 

	He popped the trunk, nothing. He then thought of his car, it was almost as big as a mobile home. Plenty big enough for a small boy to wander into and take a nap.

	“Maybe the Ford!” Both officers and Winona chased Dane the quarter mile straight across the ice to his yard. “Jesus fuck!” 

	His car was empty.

	The officer, a man named Stu Snell, continued his calm reception of the scene while he worked and searched. 

	Within an hour, there were six officers combing the patches of forest. Not deep, not thick, little hope lingered that the boy was there. The five officers responding to Snell’s call began taking the easy presumptive steps toward Winona and Dane. 

	Winona harbored a stab of pain when she considered—again—that Dane might’ve done something. But that was wrong. Again. Dane himself was freaking the worst of everyone in attendance. Sweat dripped, his skin was pale but for his flushed cheeks, and his eyes showed hard emotion Winona had only ever witnessed the day Jerome had visited uninvited. 

	“Goddammit, where did he go?” Dane grabbed Snell’s heavy jacket and shook.

	Snell turned his head slowly. Snell’s cellular rang and he reached into his pocket, maybe too nonchalantly, as if the situation was over before it started. The officer looked at his boots while he spoke quietly into his phone. 

	“What are you gonna do to find him?” Dane shouted.

	Winona saw the desperation. He’d been solid for her and—oddly, given the circumstances—she had to be solid for him. Screaming did no good. She wrapped her arms around him from behind, and he melted.

	They sat in the snow, she cried, and he stared forward with ever-dry eyes.

	Within three hours, a crew began searching the surrounding properties. Impossible to miss him in all that emptiness, had he been there. Someone had stolen the boy. 

	~

	“So you say you were in the shower, and you say you were at home in your office?” a young officer asked, a man of no more than twenty-one—three years of college and zero years of adult life experience. “You say that you heard him, and when you came out of the washroom the door was hanging open?”

	“Why do you keep saying it like that?” Winona asked staring at the coffee in her mug.

	“He’s a lazy, pig, piece of shit, that’s why. He thinks you did this, or that I did this, or that we did it because otherwise it would mean there were bad people roaming around under his watch that he hadn’t noticed before. Ain’t that right, you pig motherfucker?” Dane heard the other him in those words, the man he would’ve become if it weren’t for Jack’s influence.

	“Show some respect—” The young man stood and put his hand on the butt of his gun.

	Snell, who’d been on his cellphone most of the day, pocketed the device. The old schoolhouse seemed all too cramped with uniforms. “He’s right, Mike. Take a walk and use your head. Look at them. There’s nothing to gain from his absence. Think about the toys in the living, Christmas gifts. The house is a lived-in mess, we’ve gone through everything, here and across the yard. There’s nothing hidden.”

	“What the hell, Stu? Listen to how he—”

	“Shut up. You ever wonder why people are afraid of police? Why they call a friend in life-or-death emergencies? Why they protest? If you wonder, look in the mirror or watch the news. We’re not here to hurt these people. We’re here to find a kid.”

	“Whatever.” The young man stormed out of the schoolhouse.

	“You two, head on out as well, there’s nothing here, no clues, no note, no nothing. I want to talk to Mr. Butler and Ms. Aberlin.”

	Snell pulled out an empty chair at the kitchen table as the others filed out.

	“This some kind of good cop bad cop thing?” Dane asked.

	Winona took Dane’s hand. She wanted to scream at him for being difficult, but another raised voice was not going to get answers, likely only lead to more shouting. She needed him with her. Casey was her life’s motivation, why she did anything at all. Without him, she was a folding circus tent. Dane was someone to look after and to rely upon in the boy’s absence.

	“No, sir. Mike’s a kid and he has a lot of learning to do. Now, what I’m going to say draws way back to when I was a boy.”

	This was unexpected and silenced the harried pair.

	“I had a friend go missing. He’d been skating on that pond. The pool—back then the pool was goodly-sized pond. I had chickenpox that day and had to stay in all week. My friend Bev was out with a few other guys. Bev was a hell of a hockey player, wanted to be Guy LaFleur. Always talked about how Guy LaFleur was going to get traded to the North Stars.” Snell shook his head gently. “Bev’s father told Bev he had to work to be good. So that’s what he did. Only nine and working at being the best like his supper depended on it. The other guys left the pond, and nobody saw Bev again. Between the pond and three miles up the road, he had disappeared.”

	“What’s that got to do with Casey?” Winona asked.

	Snell put up a wrinkled hand as if to say give me a second. “Two years later, Mary Pluck, a twelve-year-old girl, was visiting her friend at a house that used to be across the dead field past Mr. Butler’s place. Mary Pluck, although told by her friend to stick to the road, said she needed to get home or her dad would hide her ass, which left no choice but to cut through the backyards—that’s all in the police report. Nobody saw her again.”

	Winona began shaking her head to the suggestion that she’d seen the last of her child. That was unacceptable.

	“There have always been rumors. Some even say a council meets to talk about the missing children.” 

	Dane squinted at this and sneered. “Oh, fuck off.”

	“Hand to the Bible, I’ve tried to find out and I don’t know much beyond the fact that as far back as anyone seems to remember, something bad happens around that water hole. For a while, it stopped. Nobody really talks about it anymore. Used to be a kid every year or two.” 

	“What, kids just go away and you let them?” Winona said, almost begging for a better explanation.

	Snell huffed. “The town had the dam run water away up stream, and that slowed things a bit. Then once they filled in the pond with cement, the missing children almost stopped completely—been only two in the last twenty-four years and most think one of those kids went off to live with a predator uncle who promised to marry her. She was only ten and the uncle was sixty. He doesn’t have her and didn’t back then, but who knows.”

	“What are you saying?” Dane rubbed at his temples.

	Snell put his hands on the table, palms flat. “Nothing much, not officially. I think something fucked up is going on back there, fucked up enough that I was here the whole damned time the town dug up and poured cement. That was in the ’Eighties.” 

	“What?” Dane said.

	Winona shook her head. “What are you saying!”

	“Look, I went down into the hole certain I’d find Bev’s bones, or Mary’s bones, and I came up with jack and shit. I’ve tried to talk to the mayor and the old chief about this, but they’re not opening up to me. Only old Henry MacLean spoke—he ran the Moreland Wire, back when that was a thing—but he’s been dead for fifteen years. He told me that he had no doubt something shady had gone on and that some folks knew more than they let on.”

	“But you do believe?” Winona had begun crying again.

	“Unofficially. Officially, any reputable news outlet would eat me alive, and the town would have to fire me. So officially, anything connecting dozens of missing children over the last sixty or seventy years, hell, a century maybe, is a stretch. Unofficially, I’m going to do what I can. There’s something going on here.”

	Snell reached into his pocket and withdrew his wallet. He pushed a business card across the table. It had his cellphone number written on the back.

	~

	3:02 AM, while Winona and Dane lay tired, eyes wide, brains racing, when it hit. Dane sat up like a flung catapult’s arm and said, “The mayor.”

	Most of the evening had passed quietly, pacing the kitchen, words hardly seemed befitting. When they did speak, it was either arguments against the cop’s odd notions or hints that something must be happening—believability not a consideration. Dane was more open for oddity than Winona was. The universe had to prove him wrong.

	Winona kicked her legs from the bed and rose. “Yeah, why was he here?”

	“In the middle of the night.”

	“In the middle of the night.”

	 


Twenty-Six

	Winona led the charge a few minutes after 6:00 AM. Anton Tremblay was not in the phonebook. The only real trouble in finding him, however, was patience. An unlisted number and address only mattered in large centers, places where anonymity worked with a crowd. In Moreland, people knew everyone, or at least, knew someone that knew everyone. 

	Frankie was people, and Frankie arrived at the diner six mornings a week at 6:00 AM to ready for the early crowd. 

	Winona climbed from Dane’s Fairline, and intercepted her in the parking lot. 

	Dane rushed to join them, attempting to cast aside a foggy exhaustion that had engulfed him. 

	“I’m so sorry,” Frankie said. “Any word yet?”

	“No. Where does the mayor live?”

	“Anton, uh, over on Victoria Street, by the high school.”

	“The number, do you know it?” Dane said.

	“What? No. It’s the biggest one and he’s got all kinds of crazy inflatable Christmas shit on his lawn. Unless he took it down. Why do you need the mayor?”

	“No time,” Winona said peeling away, Dane trailing.

	It took a while to find Victoria Street. Once on it, it took no time at all to find the bright, gaudy Christmas decorations. The pinned lights were unlit, but the inflatable Santa, Frosty, Rudolf, the Grinch, and a winter carriage featuring a blizzard centralized within a globe,  ballooned, bright, swaying for attention.

	They parked and charged up the cement stone walkway that glittered under the streetlights. Winona stood behind Dane while he pounded on the door and rang the bell. Upstairs, a light switched to life. A window squeaked open.

	“Who the heck is down there?”

	“Winona Aberlin. What do you know about my son?”

	“Ah, hmm.” The window squeaked closed and in the passing seconds, more lights came to life throughout the home before the front door opened. “Hello, come in.”

	Audible movement upstairs suggested a partner of some fashion. The mayor wore a royal blue housecoat and pale brown moccasins. He seemed smaller than he had out by the pool, smaller too than when he had visited the restaurant, as if he’d shed a bulky public aura when in private space. At home, he was an old man.

	No further than the doorway, Winona needed answers. “Why were you out at the pool in the middle of the night? It’s frozen. Why were you there? Why did you tell Dane to leave it space?”

	The mayor stopped and turned around on a pivot. 

	“That is county property, and I was in the area to give it an inspection.”

	“Bullshit, in the middle of the night? Bullshit,” Dane said.

	“Anton, should I get the police?” a voice called from upstairs.

	“No, dear. Go back to bed,” the mayor said over his shoulder and then turned to Winona. “Please close that door. Heat is expensive.”

	Winona kicked the door behind her.

	“I realize that it’s part of your job description to side-step questions, but you’re going to answer this one,” Dane said and then yawned.

	“You ought to go home, get some rest. When a child wanders off you never know when he’ll—”

	“He didn’t wander off!” Winona balled up her fists as her voice rose. “Answer the fucking question! Why were you out there?”

	“I told you, I was in the neighborhood and—ouch, geez, lady!”

	Winona had kicked the mayor in the knee.

	“More bullshit and next it will be your goddamned nuts.”

	“You can’t just kick me because your son wandered off!” The old man was livid. “You know who I am! You can’t kick me!”

	“Want me to do more?” Dane sneered, fists clenched.

	“And I fucking dare you to say you were inspecting the swimming pool. You were inspecting something, but not the rundown fucking pool.” Tears rolled Winona’s cheeks.

	Dane put an arm around her. He was hardly there. He was a swampy mess of exhaustion and overexerted imagination. Winona had not gotten so far as to move beyond the missing aspect, what might be happening to Casey was too afield for her current comprehension. 

	“What can I say? You want me to lie to you?” 

	Outside blue and red lights began filling the neighborhood. The wife of the mayor had called the cops. 

	“Answer the question!” Winona cocked back her foot.

	“Don’t you even think about it,” Mrs. Tremblay said, wearing a housecoat, large hunting rifle in her wrinkled grasp. 

	Winona lowered her foot. A knock connected against the door behind them, and then it opened a crack. The officer gave a curious look at the four members of the situation.

	“Ma’am, put that down please.”

	“Not until you take that crazy woman away,” Mrs. Tremblay said.

	“I’m not going anywhere until he answers my question!”

	The officer slunk in. He made an expression of recognition after looking at Winona and then Dane. He was a member of the initial search party. 

	“Ma’am put that down, now. It’s not a request.”

	“They’re trespassing!” The old woman shook.

	“Ma’am, put that down, now!”

	The mayor breathed slowly. “The safety bolt’s closed anyway.”

	Mrs. Tremblay looked at the weapon. 

	The officer calmed his tone. “Put it down, you’re obviously not going to use it.” 

	The rifle fell to the carpeted staircase landing with a hollow thunk. 

	“Thank you. Now, you two. Please come with me.”

	“Not until he answers the question,” Winona said.

	“I want them charged,” Mrs. Tremblay said.

	“What if it was your kid? Huh? What if it was your kid?” Winona pleaded.

	Dane stared into the mayor’s eyes, and he suddenly got it. The situation did not touch him personally and could not touch him personally. The mayor had no empathy for anything that didn’t at least closely resemble something in his mirror—were any politicians different?

	“Come on, Winona, they don’t care. Not at home anyway, not in their fine home so far away from Casey.”

	The mayor said nothing. His wife barked more about charges. The officer began turning Dane and Winona toward the door. Winona relented and let Dane guide her. 

	“Look, I know, okay? But you can’t just go around doing this.” The officer followed them until they climbed into the Ford.  

	Winona put down her window a crack. “They know something!”

	The officer looked back to the house and shook his head slowly as he stepped to his cruiser.

	Dane drove to the end of the block and made a right. Drove to the end of the next block and made a right. Winona did not ask when Dane made another right at the third intersection. He parked a few houses past the mayor’s after his fourth right turn.

	Freezing in there. Bundled and cuddled, Dane slept against Winona’s shoulder, slobbering down her coat. She kept red-rimmed eyes on the mayor’s house until 8:49 AM when a car pulled out of the laneway. She nudged Dane awake and the pair watched the mayor drive past, cellphone in hand, talking on speakerphone, not noticing the old Ford with mostly frosty, fogged over windows.

	Dane started the cold car and followed, wiping at condensation on the inside of the windshield. 

	~

	Feeling old and tired, Patty Murray dreaded every phone call she received from the mayor. By mistake she’d found herself in the damned group following the missing kids. The group headcount was down to four and the last time they met—she, the mayor, the retired school principal, and the mayor’s predecessor—the aristocratic seniors were certain the trouble had gone away and whatever they assumed they knew, was a thing to forget. Until recently, there had been a fifth member, but she moved to cool new digs in a cemetery plot at Cedar Hill on the north corner of Moreland.

	Patty Murray was baffled that they’d let it go so easily. She’d worked at the Moreland library since she finished a two-year college course in 1980, accepting a job aside from her field of training because they’d have her, and she could stop stressing about living like an adult. The head librarian at the time was part of the Pond Council and left an irresistible trail to follow. 

	On an especially hot September day in 1990, Patty stumbled onto that trail. The library was empty, as the air-conditioner rarely worked and when it did, it did not work well. Her boss had decided shortly after 10:00 that morning that it did not take two to babysit a sweltering vacancy. Patty didn’t mind sticking around. She was three years from the divorce that would finally free her from a dull and loveless marriage, and without officially admitting it, she spent as much time as possible away from home as she could because of it. 

	Cleaning for lack of a better task; she’d already killed the first three hours of the workday in the pages of a brand new copy of a relatively unknown—at the time—author named Gail Bowen. Guilt sent her housekeeping. The shelves had received a recent dusting and the lack of visitors put few hands on the book order. After giving up on moving any more than necessary, she returned to the office. 

	The office she shared with her boss had two sections, his mess and her tiny, clear desk in the corner. It surely couldn’t hurt to make piles and remove the obvious recyclables from his space. Surely. Slowly, she began organizing the big desk and the table connected to its side. She found a folder marked by a name she did not recognize, one that made her think of her great aunt, a bitchy old buzzard named Hetty Polley. 

	MS. HETTY STANLEY the marker print read. Assuming the moniker belonged to an author that had intrigued her co-worker to the point of file creation, Patty was too curious not to peek inside. 

	Hetty Stanley was not an author. Hetty Stanley was a teacher. Hetty Stanley had gone crazy when she lost her position and then did a monstrous thing to an entire class of schoolchildren—one child had survived, but went missing only a year later while walking near the old schoolhouse. Feeling a little Joanne Kilbourn thanks to the Bowen mystery novel, Patty began digging into the history of Moreland. Soon she had a scary portrait of something bad in the air and called out her boss the following morning. 

	He tried to shrug off her suggestions and questions, but eventually they wore on him. It helped that she’d contacted the paper in search of answers and the editor had scratched at that particular itch for years already. Had theories. Heard whispers.

	In 1994, she became a member of the council and swore an oath of secrecy in exchange for the meagre information the council had. Enthralling, but too much like a Shirley Jackson story. Patty thought it was a joke until the next child disappeared and the council went out to inspect the aging kiddie pool built on the scene of the ancient crimes. 

	Hairline cracks beneath the top layer of cement, fresh ones.

	As if cracks were conclusive…still, she never argued and rarely spoke. She did not fit in well with the others. Old money.

	That call coming in from the mayor was expected and dreaded. She’d heard about the missing boy and recognized that they needed to do something. Especially since the MO had changed. The eavesdropping she’d done earlier suggested they had time to figure things. Never before had a child so young gone missing in connection to the myth of Hetty Stanley.

	~

	The council would be short a member for the meeting. In fact, Anson Lancaster would never attend another meeting of any sort. He’d spent the entire night screaming about animals in his bedroom. 

	The ex-chief of police for the Moreland precinct had lived much of the latter half of his adult existence dealing with Parkinson’s tremors, but it hadn’t hit him in a full-scale manner until he turned sixty. At sixty-two, he stepped down. At sixty-nine, his motion demanded an electric wheelchair. At seventy-two, fast-acting brain degeneration had set in. Lancaster wanted no attention and shut himself away, cutting off all unnecessary contact. Most didn’t recognize the absence of an elderly person until the paper printed a death notice. Lancaster had his daughters via Zoom—both lived in New York—and a live-in nurse originally from Riga, Latvia. 

	The telephone rang and the nurse answered the phone in moderately accented English and quietly relayed the message that Mr. Lancaster was not feeling well enough to come out to play. She did not say that when she’d loaded Mr. Lancaster into the van and took him to the emergency room that morning the doctor suggested the old man stay behind unless he had sights on dying elsewhere. The nurse frowned but did her job—one obligated by duty and the will. Two other nurses had helped the woman load the old man into the handi-assist van. Returned home, Anson Lancaster and his live-in nurse awaited the inevitable in familiar comfort.

	~

	Otis Conway Jr. was the youngest of the group and felt rather like a Sherlock Holmes type looking into something yanked straight from that TV show Fringe, or Supernatural, or maybe The X-Files. He’d joined the council—brought in by the former high school principal, he was still a teacher of history and geography then—who wanted to rid himself of the council seat and move south to the land of dry heat and sand. 

	Otis took the spot and the principal’s position back in 1999. He’d only been there for one disappearance but knew the past ones by rote. To him, the missing children were more like a game of collecting baseball stats, checking off names, and adding things to the record books. This recent one was a change, and Otis had a theory concerning the age adjustment. It was simple and yet fitting. Unabashedly—with some anyway—he hoped a gateway was open so that he might study firsthand. A fresh look was often detrimental to discovering the truth. 

	Of course, stopping it would be nice, too, but that wasn’t his job.

	The man awaited the call, and when it finally came, he burst out of his home half an hour earlier than necessary to stop by Dunkin’s for a flat tray of coffees before heading to the arena complex—they met officially in the rental rooms, on the rare occasion that it became necessary. 

	~

	One car had parked in front of the arena. The mayor’s ride made two. There was also a truck around the side of the building. The vast lot was all but empty, and still, Dane wheeled the Fairlane up the block fifty feet away and killed the engine. Within two minutes, a third car, a Nissan, parked by the entrance. Winona recognized the old, tight-walking woman in her white knitted cap. She didn’t know her name, but knew her breakfast: coffee, eggs over hard, brown toast, hash browns, and Canadian bacon. 

	“Do you think they’re all in on it?” Winona pointed to the small car cluster. 

	The truck around the side seemed unrelated by sheer distance. 

	“Is this about Casey?”

	“I don’t know. There should be more, right? I mean if this is that council the cop talked about.”

	To have a candid conversation with a police officer concerning topics outside the ticket book was utterly strange. 

	“Yeah, maybe, no… He couldn’t say, right? So maybe it’s just three, or maybe more came in the first car. Should I go in? I should, right?” Winona was frantic. Every minute that dragged by was another minute Casey was somewhere beyond her care. 

	“I don’t know.” Dane punched the age-hardened foam beneath the vinyl of the dashboard. “Fuck!”

	“Dane, please…Dane,” Winona said. After another minute, she kicked open her door, ready to get out. “Wait for me. Don’t come in. I’ll find them and demand answers.”

	“Like they’ll talk, those slimy…”

	Winona heard no more. She closed the door and hurried across the road. She reached the entrance between the two stone pillars that provided a little attractiveness to the overall aesthetic of the drab parking lot. Above the pillars was a bright blue sign, carved wood and embossed lettering: Moreland Community Center Complex. 

	Before she got there, the main door swung open, and the old woman Winona recognized from the restaurant stomped out. She had a cup of Dunkin’s in hand. Winding back like a decrepit MLB Hall of Famer she torqued her pitch, and then fired. The coffee splashed over the windshield of a Subaru wagon—the car that had been there before the others.

	The woman did not speak and did not see Winona standing between the pillars. 

	Winona spun around and raced toward the old Ford as Dane worked a slow three-point turn—U-turning the Fairline was like maneuvering a harvest table around a kitchen—and watched the departing woman take a left and roll through a stop sign. 

	“She has to know something,” Winona said, heart racing.

	Dane revved and got in tight behind the Nissan by the second stop sign.

	~

	Forgotten, Chauncey awoke in Casey’s bedroom, alone. He’d lost humans before, usually he found them, but recently he’d been on a bad streak. Both Andy and Casey went away, and they’d both disappeared alongside the same bad smell. That earthen aroma that rode different pathways from other scents. The way it entered his nose was as if the smell lurked aside or beneath the normal smells. That smell was on those horrid beasts that stamped Andy and it was all over the rabbit he’d rag-dolled to death in Casey’s bed. 

	As a dog, Chauncey was consciously aware of little. There were memories however and a sense of loss. He experienced age without understanding that time made his muscles weak and stiff. Made him slow and made the food seem harder.

	The old dog stepped down to the main floor looking for his new people. Smelling and listening, he found nobody home. A whine left him, and worry rose. Bad, he was about to be bad beyond his control. Chauncey pawed at the door and a squirt left him, dampening his fur. Bad was what that squirt promised. Chauncey whined and then barked. The burn of holding his fluid mounted while he paced the doorway. 

	Everything broke away and bad felt so very good. On the linoleum, two feet in front of the entrance, Chauncey had let out a long held piss.

	Trouble behind him, and impending in the distance, the dog focused on his next thought: food. The dog food was in a container in the pantry. Retrieval extended beyond Chauncey’s abilities. The open box of Ritz Crackers on the table was something within his skillset. Smelling the buttery coins drove the dog to act in a bad way once again. It took a bit of wiggling and squinting, but he managed to jump onto a chair and then onto the table. The box fell to the floor, sending crackers free like a tipped stack of poker chips.

	After enjoying the crackers and ingesting a fair sum of cardboard and plastic, the dog went to the bathroom looking for a drink. Lid and seat down, the dog sought secondary sites. Every window carried a delicious and refreshing coat of condensation. The fat pink dog tongue licked the panes facing the backyard—there was an ottoman not far from the wall and allowed him a good footing for the task. He noticed people but was too invested in satisfying his thirst to consider the two men walking around back there.

	~

	The way that sonofabitch Otis talked about the missing kids rolled out a decayed buffet service in Patty’s mouth. The way he reacted seemed almost as if he got off, actually managed sexual release, over the stories of the missing children. 

	Back at the library, she poured a coffee and stood sipping, thinking, cringing. She wished she’d kept her paws off that manila folder with the old lady’s name scrolled across the front. If she’d done that, then she could be another concerned citizen. Sending good thoughts because sending prayers was for Republicans. Not that either helped. 

	The familiar wheeze of the library’s main door opening and then closing called from beyond the vestibule. Patty peeked around the wooden partition of her office window—hers alone, no more budget room for a helper. 

	“Not open for another hour,” Patty said, but then recognized the woman, vaguely, though not the man behind her. Almost everyone looked a bit familiar to a librarian. She squinted, trying to place her. 

	“You were at the arena with the mayor.” 

	It clicked then. Patty matched the voice with the face and the combination with the mention of the mayor. This was the mother of the missing boy.

	“You met about Casey, didn’t you?” Dane said.

	Despite being the only sensible player on a team of monsters, she’d taken an oath and that had to mean something, didn’t it? Looking into Winona’s eyes, teary and strained, and then into Dane’s eyes, dry and bloodshot, she knew her oath didn’t stand for shit.

	“For more than one hundred years, children have gone missing around the pond in your backyard,” Patty started, ready to talk until everything she knew climbed down from her shoulders.

	“Officer Snell told us about the history, where the fuck is my son?”

	“How did he know?”

	“Lady, just answer the question. I’m sick of people not saying anything,” Dane said. He spotted the half-full coffee pot through the office window. Without asking, he entered and began pouring. “Damn you people.”

	“I’m trying, but I don’t know where he is,” Patty said. “All I know is the history of Hetty Stanley and how she killed all those kids and ever since...”

	Winona heard the name, and a memory coated her skin with bumps. 

	Mom, is Hetty a person? 

	Hetty? It’s like an old nickname for people named Henrietta, I think. Why? 

	Those bad kids said Hetty is sweeping. 

	Sweeping?

	No, a-weeping! A-weeping, like she was a-weeping? 

	Swooning to grey and then black, the exhausted woman dropped onto the salt-stained walkway rug as the librarian spoke and Dane poured coffee.

	~

	A couch snugged against the wall outside the office—donated by a local furniture store. The posterior had a great tear and a snapped portion of frame that poked people in the back if they sat too close to the middle. Dane and Patty had put Winona on the couch. 

	Dane pulled his cellphone from his pocket, but before he dialed for an ambulance, Winona’s eyes opened, and she jerked forward. Awaking from the sleep she hadn’t meant to take. Her ass slid when her legs kicked, and she landed on the floor.

	“Dane? Dane?” she howled as she grabbed for the reaching man, his cellphone tossed to the carpet next to her. “The kids, they said Hetty is a-weeping!”

	“What kids?”

	“The bad kids that were bugging Casey at the sitter’s!”

	She hadn’t told this part of the story, not really. Discussing it, they’d come to the same conclusion. The parking lot kids were real, but all others were the shocking entrails left behind. A fear of bullies, manifested.

	“What kids?” Patty said.

	“Bad kids with black stuff in their mouths. They chanted and they teased and…and I didn’t believe him. I didn’t. I’m horrible. Why didn’t I believe him?” Winona said.

	The shift occurred once again, the natural exchange between the pair who had known each other only a little while and yet could not imagine facing the terrors of the world alone. Faulty pillars leaning against one another for the fantasy of strength and hope. Dane held Winona. Winona held Dane.

	Patty handed over the folder once the pair had settled in on the couch. “You said Stu Snell knew about all of this?”

	Dane shook his head. “He knows almost nothing but that there’s a problem and missing kids. He didn’t say anything about Hetty Stanley.”

	“How can she do it?” Winona gazed off at the dozens of rows of books rather than the ancient sepia photograph of the broad, long-faced woman she’d pulled from the folder.

	~

	Stu Snell answered his cellphone. He’d been AWOL from the station all day. He needed to revisit that outside help. Seeking Casey Aberlin and preventing any future problems was one of his duties anyway, even if folks would frown upon his choice of sidekick. 

	Nearly a decade earlier, Snell went through a mental breakdown concerning the missing children. They’d plagued him, and he sought the light of the heavens. Hours lost, church was not the answer, although it was in church that he found a potential solution. 

	People were upset for reasons totally unrelated to missing children.

	We ought to run that scumbag right out of the country! 

	Channeling Satan, that’s what I think!

	Oh, get off it. He’s some damned nut. They’re all over.

	Snell chased down the source material of this gossip. A new neighbor who had moved to Meadow Brook, forty minutes west of Moreland. 

	“Are you here to chase me off or look into the brick that went through my window last week?” Ben Segura had asked.

	Snell stood without answering. The strange man lived in a fairly conservative area, a place of wannabe cowboy farmers with stringent ideals, and quiet Calvinist Christian hypocrites who skewed anything that didn’t fit their white capitalist system, and Chippewas who had mostly conformed to hokey Christian mysticism. 

	“Are you even a local?” Segura asked after a beat.

	“I’m not here about either of those things. I need your help. I heard you can touch on things. Other things, I mean.”

	Segura stood back. “Come in.”

	That occurred in 1989, but Segura had suggested they were a step late, too far from the incident. Standing out there, finding nothing to compel his otherworldly senses, he apologized. 

	Snell had the psychic’s card ready, and the call went through oh so many years later. Both men were older and showed it around the eyes, around the middles, and in their hair. The torch remained lit, however, and Segura accepted the lift into Moreland and the spare bedroom in Snell’s home. Jo Snell did not complain and did not ask.

	Snell and Segura were together by the iced-over kiddie pool and former pond when Snell answered his ringing cellphone.

	“Hello?”

	“Hello, umm, it’s Patty Murray…I’m a member of the Pond Council…about the missing children.” 

	Snell stiffened. “Yes, okay.”

	“I can join you tonight and bring what I have, if it will help. I need to be here for now, in the library, and I doubt if time will make much difference…you know, no one has ever come back from…wherever.”

	Snell was wild with anticipation. The call was unexpected and wildly forthcoming. He’d never have guessed Patty Murray was in on things.

	 

	 


Twenty-Seven

	Chauncey rushed through the door. He might’ve done two bad things in the home, but he held off on the third. In the snow only feet beyond the front steps, the dog squatted and relieved the pent-up pressure into a steamy, brown coil. 

	“Poor dog,” Winona said as she fetched the paper towels and the Clorox for the piss puddle. 

	Dane swept up the ruined cracker box. While they went about these mundane duties, a knock hit against the open door and Chauncey, still outside, ambled up the short porch, growling and sniffing.

	“Ms. Aberlin, Mr. Butler, this is Ben Segura. He might be able to help,” Snell said.

	Winona spied the man in his rough woolen trousers, puffy black coat, and oddly long knitted cap. He smelled like incense or pot, possibly both.

	“I’m sorry to hear about your child,” the man said in a soft voice. With every word spoken, his jaw clicked. “Can you tell me about this? Before I hear about anything else.” He pointed and Snell held up a rabbit carcass gone almost to wood with age in a Ziploc bag. 

	“Where did it come from?” Winona asked.

	Blackened and deflated. The rabbit’s hind legs stretched out while its forelegs melded with its chest fur. Glassy black bulbs reflected the ceiling light from above the kitchen table.

	“We retrieved it from the bush over there. Do either of you recognize it? It carries a scent,” Segura said.

	All things impossible suddenly possible, Dane said, “The kid had a…well, I guess the bad children were in his room, he said, but when I went to check, it was just a rabbit. I don’t know how it got up there, can’t really fathom how it got into the house at all. Especially past Chauncey. He’s old but… The dog killed the rabbit and I tossed it out the door into the bush. It wasn’t that old though.”

	“But it was alive when you had it?” Snell asked, looking at the long dead thing.

	“Not quite, Chauncey took hold before I had the chance.”

	“Okay,” Segura said.

	“Okay?” Winona asked, indignant. “Okay? What the fuck does that mean?”

	“There are old things close by and yet infinitely far away. This place holds plucked pieces. It is like nothing I’ve ever seen. Right now, the presence is palpable.”

	“What in the fuck—?” Winona started.

	Chauncey leapt at the cop. Snatching the dead rabbit and bolting up the stairs. 

	Nobody moved right away.

	The dog had already devoured half the rabbit carcass and much plastic by the time Snell reached the second-floor landing. Dane trailed in behind him, tracking snowmelt all over the house. Knowing better than to attempt stealing food from a dog, Snell and Dane both watched with un-bitten hands. 

	~

	Winona lay on the couch in a daze. She scratched at Chauncey’s head. The dog had settled down from the earlier excitement and acted as if nothing at all had happened, though recognized the sadness around him. In the kitchen, Dane regurgitated much of what he’d learned that morning. Snell was first enthralled and then appeared enraged. The town had a secret crime tucked away.

	“Some cop I am,” Snell said. 

	“Someone has to know how to get him back, right?” Dane asked.

	Snell and Segura looked at one another, dopey expressions marring their old faces.

	Winona sat up on the couch. “Please go away, now. You aren’t helping. Dane, come with me.”

	Dane stood and stepped over to take Winona’s arm. She led him upstairs to where they kicked the door nearly closed, stripped down to underwear, and got into bed. The cool bodies pressed tightly together until warmth and minute comfort resonated between them.

	Chauncey remained where he was as Snell and Segura left the table. He watched them go. He then farted. Something funny in that rabbit. The other smell. A smell that did not belong. A smell that had entered through his mouth and was seeping through the lining of his doggy guts.

	~

	In the police cruiser, burning fuel paid for with tax dollars, the officer and the mystic stared at the road. A few more hours needed to pass until the librarian arrived, and they’d done what snooping they could. The scene seemed too barren, given how active it had been.

	“How do you know you’re not crazy?” Snell asked.

	Segura smirked. “How do you know you are not part of my imagination?”

	Snell didn’t answer and Segura’s grin faded. 

	“What you meant, I presume, is how is it that I know what I feel, smell, and see are not bits of a broken mind. It’s a fair question.” 

	Snell nodded, hands useless upon the steering wheel of his car.

	“I was a child when I first foresaw the future. I told my parents that I worried for my uncle. He’d moved from Oregon to Maine. I stood in the forest behind our home and I saw all the branches fall from the trees. I saw my uncle standing, waving to me, not encouraging, only saying hello. This was so that I knew who I saw was who I saw. Then he stopped waving and the trees began crashing before me. Long, stripped, old growth trees, each weighing more than I could fathom wood ever weighing.”

	Snell turned in the driver’s seat to face Segura closer to head-on, though not quite thanks to the cramped space. Segura gazed through the windshield vacantly, seemingly indifferent to movement. 

	“I ran home and told my father that the forest fell. I told him that his brother was out there and buried by the cleaned logs. At first, my father had to believe me and he raced ahead of me to the forest. ‘Where? Where?’ he demanded, running through the standing trees. I began to cry and I told him exactly what I saw. He held me and promised that it was nothing and that his brother was fine. Only moved very far away.”

	Still, Snell said nothing to this.

	Segura seemed to snap to and lifted his palms before making fists. “We returned home and the telephone rang twice before my father answered. My aunt was on the other end. She was hysterical. A logging truck lost its payload on the highway and my uncle’s Buick was a pancaked beneath the immense weight.”

	“Huh,” Snell said.

	“In time I learned to follow my intuition and my senses. My mother says I was a normal birth. I never took a great head injury and I’ve never nearly died, and to my knowledge, I come from a long line of unexceptional people. I can’t explain why things reveal themselves to me or why it is not constant. But it is how it is.”

	“Maybe you should’ve become a cop.”

	Segura shook his head. “There are endless bad smells on so many in uniforms…not as many as those hiding in suits, but enough.”

	“I can believe that. We’re a stinky lot.” Snell barked a single, wrought laugh.

	“Not you. You carry no scent at all, none beyond the fleshy scents I mean.”

	“Oh yeah, what about my aura?”

	“Pfft, what am I, a fortune-teller?”

	“That not a real—? Geez, look at that,” Snell said, pointing out his window down the dimming road, bluish in the cold fall of the sun.

	The mystic gasped. “You see it too?” 

	~

	Winona awoke and the first thought she had was of Casey: where he might be, what might happen, what might have already happened, and that she had nothing more to worry over with the boy. Thoughts suggesting she ought to be mourning an already dead child. Skin, and bones, and future, all wasted things.

	No.

	Dane opened his eyes and rolled over to face Winona.

	“Did you sleep?”

	“Yeah, did you?”

	“Some, my head is a mess over—I can’t get how all the old deaths really, I mean really, fall into place. And then I think about when I ran away and I wonder if I made anyone worried, anyone deserving worry, I mean,” Dane said.

	“You mean like your parents?”

	Dane huffed at that. “Not at all. If my absence caused any discomfort for them, it was never enough.”

	“I’m sorry…I remember when I was a girl, I went missing, sort of. 

	Dane leaned on his elbow, propped about a third of the way to up.

	“My parents yelled and yelled, then they cried and cried. I was out scouting the bush. A couple boys down the block had built a clubhouse in the woods, mostly old skids and plywood. They didn’t let girls in, and I was going to make a clubhouse just for girls. I wanted it to be perfect. I wanted it deep enough in the woods that we could be hidden away from the boys.”

	“Makes sense.” Dane fell back and stared up to the ceiling, imagining the kind of clubhouses boys and girls pin together with junk.

	“I knew the boys were out there somewhere, so I cut away from the trail. I had my dog, Sailor, with me. My mom named her Sailor, I never knew why…I guess I should ask. After about an hour, we came to the perfect clearing. I spent the whole day gathering rocks and big sticks and things. I tried to build frames like a tipi, and it probably looked more like a witch’s station than a clubhouse, but whatever. It started to get dark and cool, and I decided to go home. Every direction around the clearing looked the same.”

	Winona stretched her back and Dane sighed.

	“Then what?” he said.

	“I walked around the circle for a long time but couldn’t place anything. That’s when I started to panic. I didn’t leave the circle because I didn’t know which direction led home. I’d gotten it in my head that the best thing to do was sit and wait for someone to come find me. I had my sticks and stones. My stupid clubhouse that was not a clubhouse. And my dog.”

	Winona shook her head gently.

	“Right in the middle of my stone outline I sat down and cuddled up with Sailor. She was warm and she made me feel safe. Frog noises were the scariest. I didn’t know frogs made noises, other than ribbits or whatever, so I thought the sounds were other things. Like monsters or something.”

	Dane closed his eyes and wished the kid were in some clearing, surrounded by nothing more than cool temperatures and frogs.

	“I’d finally fallen asleep and woke up when I heard footsteps and tree branches breaking. A big voice called out for me. A stranger, but I knew I was going to be okay.” Winona began crying. “Win! Win! The man shouted, and I shouted back. Me and Sailor ran. I got home before word found my parents and I sat with a man from down the block for a while. So late, way after midnight. They were so mad at me…they hardly ever yelled at me…they were so sad too.”

	“This isn’t over. There’s got to be something. We will find him,” Dane said, almost believing it.

	“How?” Winona flopped an arm and a leg over Dane and held him tight. 

	Together, right then, a truth struck both of their noses. It had been a long, stinking evening, night, morning, and afternoon. Together they entered the washroom. Dane got into the shower and Winona waited, sitting on the closed lid of the toilet. He stepped out and she stepped in. Seeing each other naked sparked absolutely nothing. Dane had thought offhandedly that sex might be the only comfort available for a long time, although he couldn’t imagine getting an erection or sustaining it once there. 

	He didn’t wait for her to dry. 

	Dressed and in the kitchen while the shower continued its patter, Dane filled the coffee pot. He stared at the chalkboard wall where he and Winona had attempted a head start for the kid. Introduce numbers and letters to his ever-forgetful mind. It was mostly futile. His head really wasn’t ready or interested. Still so young, there was no worry, the kind of thing could be shrugged off with honest indifference. 

	Chauncey sat on the mat by the door as if waiting for someone. Maybe Andy. Maybe Casey. Maybe the old dog just plunked down and was happy to stay plunked. Dane scratched Chauncey’s head and peeked out the window. The dog reeked of the dirty rabbit. 

	The police cruiser was in the driveway with the engine running. Both heads looked away from the house and to the south. 

	“Holy geez,” Dane said upon seeing the enormous buck. So big it would rival many moose. The antlers appeared to come to endless tips like stretching tree branches. “I bet a hunter…” He trailed as the beast began running.

	Beyond the beast was the mayor’s car. Dane saw it but did not acknowledge it. That buck galloping up the road was something else and approaching all too quickly. 


Twenty-Eight

	The mayor and the high school principal sat a moment, laughing and poking fun at the librarian’s reaction—mostly generic woman comments concerning her emotional instability and the trustworthiness of something that bleeds for days straight and does not die. 

	“You don’t think she’s still…you know?” Tremblay said.

	Conway pulled a face, as if disgusted by the prospect that the old librarian even had bodily functions.

	“All right, so what was your big idea about why it’s a kid so small?” Tremblay asked.

	“It’s simple, but it makes perfect sense. The last missing kid was more than a decade ago, right?” This was not actually a question but Conway was on a roll. “Another decade for the one before that. The pond needs a kid within reach and before, it left a four-year-old alone. Why?” 

	“I’m sure you’re about to tell me.” Tremblay smirked as he said this.

	“Simple. Because Hetty Stanley is a schoolteacher and school used to start at five, but nowadays it begins at four. She’s just keeping up with the times!”

	Tremblay frowned, though with humor etched creases around his mouth. “That’s ridiculous…but it doesn’t sound wrong. A lot of folks think the mother’s trouble and she killed the kid or, being an out-of-towner, she couldn’t mind her kid. Jerome Canon sure has words about her.”

	“I wouldn’t trust a word Jerome Canon says about a woman. That man is trouble.”

	“And this is the Hetty trouble, don’t matter what anyone thinks,” the mayor said.

	Conway nodded. “Public opinion is your business. We’re going out there, right? I need to investigate.”

	Tremblay exhaled a heavy breath. “They don’t like me much, but to be honest, I don’t give a shit, and I’d like to see something supernatural.” 

	“Now?” Conway said, eyes big as a miner facing a gold nugget the size of a baseball.

	“No. Wait until twilight. We can sneak back. It’s public property after all. Until then, I have work. I’ll call you.”

	~

	“Shit, damned Snell’s out there. You know he’s figured out some of it. He’d have the whole damned county like a circus freak show.” 

	“So?” Conway said.

	From where they were, they did not see the enormous deer. The direction was wrong. The prismatic power of physic light bent the rules only so far, and from within the Tremblay’s vehicle where it rolled toward the properties, they were currently out of luck.

	Tremblay said, “No worries,” and took a left. 

	He drove around Dane’s home and up another two miles to the slim old access road. He parked and they waited. 

	It was another five or ten minutes until dusk afforded them good cover. Something was off about how that Dane man looked at times and Tremblay didn’t want to rely on the principal as a fight partner. If it took to fisticuffs, Dane and Winona would probably be quite the handful for them. Better to wait.

	~

	“Dane. Dane!” Winona had come out of the shower in a bathrobe and stepped into the kitchen for a bite. She leaned to check out the window, blinking at what she saw, almost disbelieving her eyes or that any shade of deer ever got so big. Straightened and collecting her thoughts, she turned. There, she’ stalled before the refrigerator and gazed, dumbfounded, at the blackboard, collecting an even bigger revelation. “Dane!”

	Outside, the enormous beast charged at the police cruiser, stomping the hood and windshield, all too knowingly. A creature with a mind beyond bestial. Snell and Segura both managed to tumble out of the car, though not unscathed. Snell coughed blood from a hoof blow to his chest: three broken ribs, two cracked ribs, and a small puncture in his lung. Segura’s left arm dangled from mid-bicep, held together by skin, tendons, and muscles. Bones snapped. 

	The incredible din of the wreckage came through the cracks of the schoolhouse walls. 

	“Dane!” Winona said, behind him.

	Dane finally heard her above the raucous action outside and turned. She did not face him, but faced the crooked, slanting, and occasionally backwards script on the blackboard.

	RIVRLEA

	It had not been there before.

	Just below the first, came the second in clumsy, jagged scrolling, as the pair watched.

	RIVRLEA

	“Casey,” Dane whispered.

	“He’s alive!” Winona had her hands up, near to her face though not touching, fingers semi-curled.

	The door burst open, and Segura barreled inside like a drunk, panting and wide-eyed. 

	Chauncey, who’d stood quietly watching and waiting for an opportunity, broke away, scooted around him, and ran outside.

	Snell got as far as the porch steps and shrieked, “You prick!” He fired nine shots at the deer stomping the ground out in the cold evening. The buck took eight of the rounds to the abdomen, the other whizzed by. 

	“Git! Git!” 

	“Help.” Segura had gone pale and held his dead arm at his side.

	Dane ignored him and ran out in his bare feet to help Snell. The officer had been knocked aside and the massive beast huffed and puffed over him. Black fluid showered onto Snell. Dane bore the slick coolness cascading his arms and hands as he pulled the man up while Snell kicked as if swimming, assisting in the motion. 

	The deer was jittery and unsteady, giving Dane time to get them both inside before he pushed to close the door. 

	“Christ.” Snell wheezed, mixed fluids bubbling about his lips.

	The buck began shrinking, dragging its body by the fore-hooves. 

	Dane picked up the officer’s gun and fired three shots into its head from close range, creating holes like tiny black eyes weeping molasses. 

	The door was suddenly free to be pushed closed beneath Snell’s weight. Dane’s arm dropped to his side as cold ran up from his feet. He helped Snell stand, while the shrunken deer lay dead, seeping something like crude oil into the snow.

	“Holy cow! Did you see that!” a voice cried out from beyond the backyard.

	Segura sat in a chair at the kitchen table while Winona gawked at the third RIVRLEA, awaiting a fourth that did not come. 

	Snell fell into the couch, smearing everything he touched with black fluid and blood. 

	“Winona. Winona.”

	“There’s a third, but then—” Winona finally peeled her eyes from the chalkboard.

	“Help me with them. No, call nine-one-one.”

	From the table, she snatched the classy purse that suddenly meant fuck all. It fell from her hands as she plucked the cellphone from within. She began dialing and the door swung wide again. The mayor had bright red cheeks, his breath huffed, and his mouth gaped wide enough to pass a corncob.

	~

	Mayor Tremblay and Principal Conway had begun mooning around the frozen swimming pool, uncertain of what they were looking for. The old pond beneath was active—had to be—but they saw nothing of that. From the direction of the schoolhouse came the din of thrashed steel and glass. The mayor took several steps toward it and stopped when he heard the first gunshots. 

	“What do you think’s going on?” Conway had jogged over to stand next to the mayor. 

	“No idea—Hey now,” the mayor said and backed up a step doing jazz hands as an old dog sprinted toward them. “Easy, boy.”

	The dog ran past and to the ice surface. Chauncey barked and scratched. Howling and stomping his front paws. The dog then began choking—changes were already long in the process within the dog’s blood; a metamorphosis of character.

	The mayor and principal both gasped when they heard the great, improbable cracking.

	Chauncey bounced and barked, as if demanding a door open, a path open through the ice. The place with the strange smells and wonderfully chase-worthy creatures was so close.

	“Holy cow! Did you see that!” the principal said when the dog finally found what he sought and jumped down through the suddenly cracked ice, backwashing a splash bigger than logical given the depth below. “Come on.”

	Not as enthusiastic about the unknown, Tremblay kept a dozen feet from the ice. 

	Conway investigated the smoothed-over surface.

	“Unbelievable, I almost saw—”

	“Bloody fuck,” Tremblay said.

	A dozen or more ghastly children stood in a half-circle around the old pond. All worked their jaws, but only a few emitted any sound. A whine, wrought and terrified. Low, almost too low. Those sad little faces began peeling away like horrible flowers blooming decay and death rather than life and color. 

	Animals lived beneath the flesh. A great brown bear straightened its back, standing five or six times the size of the child it climbed free of. A second bear roared, brown again, but different. Bigger with almost quill-like fur: a grizzly rising to nearly eight-feet. Two massive deer huffed. A draught horse whinnied and sneered its midnight gums. Flanking the edges were cattle, black as cosmic shadows. 

	“Incredible.” Conway’s word came out on a huge puff of steam, as if he’d held in a vape toke.

	In a single smooth motion, the grizzly burst forward and sunk its claws into the principal’s head. Driving the man’s skull down onto the ice and putting the grizzly onto all fours. It scratched away his eyes, cheeks, and lips—like rubber, like cheese from a Pizza Hut commercial—the bear raked away life. 

	Tremblay had seen enough and ran toward the front of the schoolhouse. The sound of footfalls chased him. In his ears, his old heart banged wildly. He was too old and too out of shape. Around the side of the building, a tight turn, his feet slipped, and he chanced a glance back. 

	Hoofs took tight turns even worse than old feet. The animals skidded, all but the slower brown bear. 

	Hope remained yet. The mayor hopped upright and rushed to the stairs, swinging open the door.

	“Help…there’s—” He took two steps when paws with enormous claws yanked him back out. 

	~

	Forgetting his pain and the physical damage, Snell grabbed his firearm from the table and aimed at the incredible bear. There were three shots remaining, and he squeezed until empty and then some. Click-click-click-click. 

	The rounds entered the bear and it jumped up, surprised, rolling off the porch and into the snow. A black trail dripped. It roared soundlessly. 

	One of the cattle, a matronly cow according to its great swinging udders, pushed the angry and injured thing from the path as Dane yanked the mayor inside and Snell kicked the door shut.

	Not a second later; the thump was tremendous.

	The cop leaned against the cold steel door as the hinges gave way. He tumbled forward and screamed at the pain of the fall riding into his bones, into the broken ribs. 

	Winona charged at the door and pushed it against the sneering, long face of a deranged cow. 

	Dane joined her. 

	The mystic got to his feet and started pushing the couch with his one arm dangling. The right idea, but the cheap couch would not do.

	“Dane, get the fridge or something!” Winona shouted.

	The cow slobbered black fluid in the doorway until the floor was slick under Winona’s feet. Glass crashed inward and a buck’s head entered through a window after knocking off an antler that tumbled to the floor and shrank in size even as it tumbled. The deer had no voice, but spat and rocked its head crazily, snapping at the air. 

	Another window crashed and the bloody paw of the brown bear broke in. 

	From the floor, the mayor said, “What? No! Not now!” He had his cellphone in hand and it featured no bars in the upper right hand corner, and that made no damned sense. Every inch of Moreland and the surrounding county had fantastic service. That was something he’d arranged, something he’d never let the public forget. 

	Another pane of glass broke and this time, the beast had a voice. The horse roared a full assault of equine cries, spitting black saliva in a midnight mist. Its long black tongue stretched and swung as the body tried to follow the head through the window. 

	Just as Dane stepped aside to let the mystic pin the couch against the door, every angry beast backed away. Snarling and wheezing but unwilling to try further. Snell wore a suit of sweat and filth as he fidgeted with his belt for his secondary clip. The pain in his chest was clear in his grimace.

	“My phone doesn’t work.” Tremblay was visibly angry and frightened. “A bear got Otis, bloody fuck. A bear—it was a child though! The child dropped her skin and became a bear. All the animals, they were dead kids. The dog, I think… That damned old dog figured it out and got through…but then it went smooth again. I saw it!”

	“Chauncey?” Dane had hands on the fridge, considering things. 

	“Old dog ran right past us and jumped down onto the ice…into…it cracked open for the dog and it jumped down.”

	The mystic straightened, he was still pale from the pain of the break, but here was a side notion tested and his expression suggested an epiphany had struck. Rambling, the words spilled free: “There’s a smell and right now, it’s big. The air was not like this earlier. The rabbit wore the smell, and the dog ate the rabbit. The dog fooled the gateway. Oh, wow.” 

	Segura pointed his gun at the scrolls on the chalkboard; they were disappearing. All three of the RIVRLEA inscriptions were wiped away in wide cloudy swatches. The swipe cleaned only marks created elsewhere. The grocery list, the alphabet, and the digits from one through ten remained. 

	“No. No. No, please,” Winona moaned.

	“Who made those marks?” Segura asked.

	“The kid. He thinks it’s his name, but it’s his song. He saw the letters whenever he picked it on the phone.”

	“Ha, bars!” the mayor said. He dialed the police. “Help, it’s the mayor. There’s been a bear attack at the old schoolhouse, you know, over on—right. Great.”

	~

	Patty arrived at the schoolhouse only seconds after the ambulance and the second police cruiser. She waited quietly in her car and watched through the windshield as Stu Snell leaned in to say something to Dane. 

	Snell and another man, one that she did not recognize, climbed up to ride away in the back of the ambulance. The prick mayor was also there and followed an officer out to the back. She didn’t see the officer’s face, but suspected Willy Babcock. 

	When Willy was a kid, he used to steal boob-laden pages from the National Geographic magazines and jam them down the back of his pants. Even whistled when he strode past the librarian’s office empty handed. 

	Winona stepped outside then, looking left and right about her as she headed across her stubby driveway.

	“What are you doing?” Patty said, the breath puffing out before her in the stillness of her car .

	Winona was outside, bent over. She gathered something from the ground and rushed back to the house. What she took appeared heavy and she scurried, tilted forward, moving in a stoop.  

	It had been a very long day but sitting safely in the car hurt no one. She was still apart from it, as she had been all those years. Before, she’d always wanted in, to help, to save, and to risk what was there for others. A human test she’d never faced, and now, it appeared all too large.

	Why had an ambulance come?

	Why was the mayor there with an armed bodyguard?

	What did that woman cart into the house?

	“Questions, it’s always questions,” Patty said.

	Her entire existence was one of knowledge sought from books. This though, she was about to step across the line and be a piece of the story. Was it really worth that to get the answers? 

	The interior of her car fogged more and more with each breath and once she lost sight of the schoolhouse beyond a shape, she kicked open her door, gathered the information she’d packed away inside a reusable grocery bag, and stepped up. She could do this.

	“What’s living anyway?” 

	She knocked and waited. 

	There was a discussion happening inside that ceased when her knuckles hit steel. 

	Winona opened the door and behind her was Dane. On the kitchen floor was the carcass of a very small deer, aged and shriveled. 

	“Oh, right,” Winona said.

	“Am I interrupting something?”

	“What do you know about eating old meat?” Dane asked. “Winona thinks if we eat this, we can get through to Hetty’s side.”

	“What?” Patty said, eyebrows raised as high as they’d go.

	Dane explained Chauncey and Winona explained the blackboard. 

	“You missed dozens of animals. But this is the only one that matters,” Winona said, pointing at the carcass on the floor.

	Patty clicked her tongue once. The coffee machine remained on, the pot full. As Dane had done to her, the librarian entered a private space uninvited and poured a mugful. “And why are you eating this old meat in particular?” she said.

	“It was one of Hetty’s students…I think?” Winona said and looked to Dane. He shrugged. “It belongs on Hetty’s side and we’re going to do like Chauncey did.”

	“Jump through the kiddy pool?” Patty said, then sipped her coffee.

	“Stop thinking naturally. This is no longer natural,” Dane said, hand on the dead thing as if feeling out a good flank.

	 

	“Okay. So, why were the police here? What happened to Stu Snell?” Patty said.

	“Animals got him. He’ll be fine, but they killed that guy they called Conway,” Dane said.

	“Killed…? Wait. So, you think if you eat the dead meat that the swimming pool will open up for you and you can go to wherever the animals came from?” Patty said.

	“Yes!” Winona said in unison.

	This was too much. Patty had a theory about a bad family and generational serial killers; even had a few ideas as to who it might be. She had done her own research into the reading habits of some. There were three young men very much into serial killers lately. They all came in to use the public computers, likely to hide things from parents. Funny thing about the one named Blake Hunter was that he had an uncle that used to take out everything he could find about serial killers too, a little better than a decade earlier. 

	“You realize that that is entirely nuts,” Patty said. “Besides, say you go somewhere and it’s full of the incensed animals, what then?”

	Dane pointed to the table where Snell’s sidearm lay. The man had handed it off before riding away in the ambulance. 

	Patty shook her head gently. “You’re probably going to get food poisoning.” 

	Winona threw her arms up. “What do we do then? You’ve got all the reasons not to. My son is gone and he’s alive. I saw on the board, so did Dane. He’s alive and close. Tell me what to do!”

	The volume of Winona’s voice put Patty into a defensive mindset, but she could hardly deny the impossible thing she’d known all along as possible. Somehow, Hetty Stanley was coming back a century after the date of her first murderous act and taking away little lives.

	“What if you cook some? How much do you need to eat?” Patty took another sip from her mug.

	 


Twenty-Nine

	The schoolhouse smelled of summery dirt and hot woods after the baking sheet had gone into the oven at 450°. 

	What if it took the ingestion of the entire animal?

	They were prepared and if they had to, they’d find more discarded bits of other beasts to consume.

	Patty was the third wheel on this terrible dinner date and a pre-emptively grossed-out observer. “I’m not sure how you see it, but what if…?” Patty trailed off. For the last hour, Dane and Winona had flayed a bone-dry carcass. “Ah, hell, is there anything you need of me, short of eating what you’re about to eat?”

	“I can’t think of anything worthwhile. We’re not exactly full-up on ideas here,” Dane said as he stared through the upper-half of the kitchen window. 

	Throw pillows and bedsheets blocked the holes broken by animals. The rest of the house was a mess, boot prints from cops and slush from everyone else. 

	It may have been a joke, but perhaps not. Winona picked up her purse and began rooting through it, her hands raw from scrubbing; beneath her nails was a crust of dead thing. 

	“Here. Dane, you’ll have to tell her how to use it.” She held out the napkin will Dane had written at Five Guys in the mall. 

	“Huh, oh.” Dane huffed. Those long hours, what could they mean? What could they matter? “Who cares a lick about that?”

	“If we die, you need to make sure something comes of all his work. I haven’t read much and I’m not much of a reader, but the time and effort he took making it can’t be for nothing.”

	“Oh. Okay.” Dane said. “Sylvia Gonzalez is the person to call. She’s my agent. I guess if I die, especially under suspicious circumstances, people might read me.”

	“From here on, no more talking about death, please,” Winona said as she crouched and peered through the grease-smattered window of the oven door. “How do I know when it’s done?”

	“I think that goose was cooked before you put it in there,” Patty said, as she slid the napkin into her purse.

	~

	Winona opened the oven and pulled out the steamy remains atop the cookie sheet. On a rutted wooden cutting board, she sliced jerky-like flanks, thick and dry, away from the carcass, and then, as if in afterthought, made them smaller. She divvied the share between two plates and took them over to the table.

	Dane closed his eyes and popped the first piece into his mouth. He grimaced. The texture was wrong. Sandy gristle, tangy and hard, like sun baked TV-dinner steak aged to putrefaction. He gagged and chased the bite with a gulp of water. He didn’t open his eyes and reached for another piece. 

	Winona closed her eyes and fumbled for a piece. Dane watched her, had to assume she’d never anything as close to this disgusting. Jerking like a chicken pecking for feed, Winona gagged and fought, puckering her face tight. She covered her mouth with her hand, clenched her jaws, and let her watery eyes open. 

	The wet gagging garnered a sickly reaction from Patty. “God,” she whispered.

	The meat slipped with sandpapery edges out Winona’s left nostril like a slug. Winona shot from her chair and leaned over the sink.

	Dane shoveled the meat into his mouth, shaking his head. He couldn’t be sick, not now, not when he’d eaten so much already. It wasn’t coming back up, it couldn’t.

	Winona conquered over her body’s revolt and the convulsions ended quickly. She jumped up and crossed the kitchen. Wiping her mouth with her right, she flung open the fridge with her left. 

	Patty watched in silent awe of the pair. Her expression a mask of disgust and amazement. This display was incredible and horrifying. Winona flopped back down into her chair next to Patty with a knife and a brick of marble cheese. She cut cubes to match the meat on her plate. 

	“Not a bad idea,” Patty said, her voice vacant, almost disconnected.

	Dane was down to the last few of his twenty-five or so bits. He gave a quick peek at the cheese but said nothing. 

	Starting with the worst, Winona took a piece and held it tight with the carcass chunk she’d already swallowed once. 

	“It’s not so different, you know. There was a time when early settlers lived on old meat. Dried just like that. It’s normal or would’ve been. Nothing terrible but the taste, the rest is,” Winona popped the pieced in her mouth, chewed twice and swallowed while Patty rambled, “in your head. It’s meat. It’s still food.”

	This time the meat stayed down without a fight, and the encouragement of accomplishment emboldened Winona’s pace. She popped meat and cheese as if she was half in the bag at a workplace Christmas party. 

	Dane reached for his water glass. Blindly, he drank. 

	“In settler times they ate all kinds of strange things. In the winter, they ate anything available. I read a series of accounts from a collected journal history of settlers from the mid-to-late-nineteenth century. Supposedly, one man died because he tried to survive on eating dirt. Another story was that a family landed from somewhere in England and ate their luggage in soup.”

	Dane finally opened his eyes. “I grew up on mac and cheese and Red Hots.”

	Winona had slowed but kept at it, kept out of the conversation. 

	“We ate out three times a week in my house. Twice a week at family restaurants, and then once it opened—umm, ’seventy-six, I think—every Saturday we ate at McDonald’s. The rest of the time, we ate big meals, lots of veggies and meat. Dessert every day. My mother was a kitchen star. Now, I mostly eat food that demands less than ten minutes’ preparation time,” Patty said. “Uncle Ben’s face wallpapers my pantry.”

	Winona belched and it smelled like opening the Tupperware that had been forgotten at the back of the fridge. “No more food talk,” she said as she forced her hand up to her mouth one last time. As Dane had, Winona splashed water down the gullet, washing away the ghost tastes and ghost feelings. 

	“Okay?” Dane said.

	“Let’s do it,” Winona said.

	“Are you coming out?” Dane looked at Patty.

	She clenched her jaw, looked ready to bolt, but nodded.

	~

	It had chilled further and the sky was nearly black, the moon hid from the scene. The wind whistled around the winter-bare trees. Patty held the flashlight, drawing the beam away from the large red stain in the snow. She was a good distance from the pond at Dane’s suggestion, and based on what the mayor said, something might come out yet. That distance would give her a head start on the run if it became necessary. And she’d likely need it. 

	Dane cast a look back to Patty and her flashlight before refocusing on the ice. “What do we do?” He stomped twice. “How does it open?”

	“The mayor said Chauncey barked and then it opened,” Winona said and then nervously, she barked. 

	Equally as nervously, Dane howled.

	Beyond hearing distance of their conversation, Patty took two steps backward.

	Dane glanced at the flashlight beam across the yard, wishing he knew exactly what to do. The meat in their guts swirled, but no more than it had as they approached the ice surface. Dane fell to his knees and tapped the nose of Snell’s sidearm on the ice. Nothing. He pocketed the gun. He rubbed his palms on the ice. 

	“Open up,” he said.

	“Dane, why are you doing all this, for Casey and me?”

	Too cold beneath his palms and knees, Dane rose to his feet. It was a difficult question. He’d never been compelled to do something so selfless in his life. “I don’t know what to say. I can’t not. I can’t imagine not doing this, whatever this is… Maybe because Jack did something big for me, taught me well.”

	Winona kissed him. Her lips tasted like vomit and cheese. 

	“Thank you. You know, I’ve never met a man like you. If Yuri hadn’t been who he was and…you have so many levels and you’re so much more than, well, all the men I’ve known. Thank you for trying and giving me time to see you.”

	This was embarrassing, tender, and put Dane on the defensive. Too emotional, so he joked. “I like your face. It’s your eyes, like a young Renee Zellweger. And I think I’m falling for you. I mean, how could I not be? Being as fine as you are,” Dane said and then added, “God I’m an idiot.”

	“That’s okay.” Winona took Dane’s hand. 

	“I’m cold! Too cold at my age! Here.” Patty stepped up to the pond and handed off the flashlight.

	“Remember, if we don’t come back, you have to call Dane’s agent. His work is good,” Winona said. “And make them bury this whole fucking property.”

	“How do I…?” Patty trailed.

	A scratch crept suddenly up Dane’s throat, and then he coughed. Winona patted his shoulder. The hot rush of stomach acid arose within her as well and she barely remained upright. An immense crack echoed against the trees forming a circled around the ice. 

	Patty began running.

	Dane and Winona crumbled. Saliva bubbled and foamed as if lapping surf pounded the shore. Past their tongues and teeth, the foam greyed, darkening, as the choking continued while the ground beneath them shook and cracked. The volume was incredible and jarring. The vibrations beneath them felt unnatural and the disquieting sense of otherness pervaded the cold night.

	Dane looked down, stared into the great nothingness that was the crack. Jumping without word, Winona’s form disappeared. Dane gave her a moment to move aside, in case the bottom was narrow, like a playground slide. 

	Down, into the abyss. 

	The trip was shorter than expected. Winona was not beneath him.

	~

	Patty’s breath was ragged, and her hands shook. The key, thankfully, was already in the ignition of her car. The engine caught and she reversed to straighten. Her tires slid on the ice. Shifter slammed into drive, her wheels spun, rubber melting against ice. Traction snatched and the car jerked forward. This went poorly and the front end spun toward shadowy fluff, but she managed to bring it back toward the road. 

	From the ditch, a set of black eyes watched her, startled. A fawn. 

	Patty shrieked and the little creature darted into the woods. Patty swung her hands, still rolling quickly away from the schoolhouse. Imaging monsters. Too fast, she skidded into the intersection while she attempted a stop. A truck blared its horn and the airbrakes whined. Patty spun the wheel and jammed her foot against the accelerator. The back end swayed in a fishtail, hydroplaning upon the icy highway before catching fully and flying straight into a snowy ditch.

	The airbag popped and Patty’s body jerked back against the unexpected force. Her head bounced off the driver’s side window and she fell into a state of grey. 

	After an indiscernible time, the door opened, and she screamed with what volume she had to offer.

	 

	 


Thirty

	At no time did Dane consider that holding his breath before leaping might be a good idea. He did not swim, did not so much as float. Dane sank. Once he landed on the other side of the ice, the universe flooded over him. He was in the pond looking up to a dim blue sky. People said it was panic that drowned swimmers—that and the overindulgence of hydrogen. Dane kept his head about him. He jumped, the water was cool at the bottom and was significantly warmer every foot he moved toward the surface. 

	Warmer. Warm. Cooler. Cool. Cold.

	The jump was hapless. Lungs burning, he picked a direction and took two large steps before jumping again. 

	As a young man, Dane never let his inability to swim hinder him on drunken nights out with friends. He’d jump in and have to jump walk to shallower spaces. Alcohol had kept him from panicking, but he hadn’t drank in years. Sober—but panicking was for the Dane that hid from his father, not for the man he’d become. 

	Neil Armstrong steps. One giant leap at a time.

	The bottom of the pond was soft and weedy, lacking any directional clues. There were no fortuitous waves. He walked farther as his lungs screamed. He jumped again. The top seemed closer, great shadows loomed, promising proximity. His heart banged in his ears, demanding that he breathe. Again, Dane leapt, this time after crouching, making a spring of his body. Fingers reached for the shadow that quickly revealed itself to be a body. Right then it didn’t matter; a flotation device was a floatation device. 

	Fingertips grasped the rigid, sopping material, pulling the shadow down. A jacket. Lapels in his grip. Dane closed his mind to the idea that this little form was a dead child, and he pulled, kicking, falling despite the buoyancy of the figure.

	Dane worked his feet harder and jerked his hips. Panicking, almost. From above, two bright beams flared onto him. The dead eyes were not so dead. Bluish light scanned him, and a mouth opened. More light. Beneath the water, Dane heard no words, but those lips moved well enough for understanding, let go, mister. 

	The cold dead fingers ground into Dane’s wrists, and he panicked, finally. He clung as long as he could but let go and sank once the dead kid peeled his grip away. He gulped down the water, inhaling more than he swallowed, the chain-reaction set in, gagging, gasping, his lungs filled, and his limbs swung wildly, the heat in his face rose as his eyes stung and seemed ready to pop.

	Greyish to brown to black. Dane was out on the cool floor of the pond.

	~

	Winona felt the shock of the water and acted on instinct. Her body surged as if bred for aquatic life, cutting through the heavier than air atmosphere. Avoiding the shadows, and in less than two seconds, Winona gasped, taking home oxygen. She screamed upon recognizing the children in the moonlight. Avoidance was best. She skirted the figures and climbed ashore. The pond was not half the size it appeared below the surface. She did not have time to consider the logistics of this.

	On the shore, the water still up to her hips, and she called out, “Dane! Dane! Where are you?”

	Dim and pale blue under the impossibly close yellow moon. The weather seemed indecisive. Cold and warmth fought a great battle. Cold had its edge, yet the temperature was significantly warmer than it had been on the other side. 

	“Dane? Dane!”

	There were nine figures in the pond, floating. Eight had their faces down and one floated on her back; horrid lily pads of wasted flesh. One of the facedown children sank. The girl on her back, came alive with light in her eyes and mouth. “Tell him to leave Charles alone. It’s resting time, not playing time.”

	“What the…what?” She understood then—tell him... Winona charged toward the vacancy, knowing Dane had pulled on the boy. There was a vague memory. Dane had said something about not swimming. 

	That was Dane, wasn’t it?

	Back under, the pond grew to an immense breadth and she darted toward the dark figure swinging its arms near the bottom. It took three seconds, the winter jacket layers hardly slowed her. The panicky movements ceased only moments before Winona clasped Dane’s shoulder. She charged upward, looking into the haunting lights of the dead children’s eyes. Skirting the figures, she dragged Dane topside and into the mud. 

	“Damn you, you can’t die.” She tugged his suddenly heavy body farther ashore. 

	For six summers straight, she’d acted as a councilor at Camp Esquagama. In order to act as councilor she had to take annual refreshers in CPR and pass a minimal lifeguard certificate test.

	About a million years ago.

	She pounded on Dane’s chest, punching lefts and rights into his ribs. “Breathe, you bastard!” She leaned down and blew hard three times in quick succession. Hands together, no longer beating on him as if he was a drum. She fell into the proper rhythm that she had last practiced fifteen years ago. “Three, four, Dane, come on,” she said and then planted her lips on his. 

	Nothing. 

	Again. She walloped his chest with laced fingers. Four strikes before she squeezed his nostrils and locked her lips on his again. One, two, three.

	Nothing.

	Tiring despite the adrenaline coursing in her veins, she forced all that she had into her arms. Rising to push. Once, twice, thr—

	Dane jerked forward and spewed murky water, blood, bile, and grainy bits of his decayed last meal. He shivered, and Winona, unconcerned about the vomit, wrapped her arms around him. He gagged in her ear, gasping and whining painfully. Pure music for the moment.

	Behind the embrace, dead children had gathered. It was more than just the floaters. Dozens of children circled. 

	A girl, tallest of all, said, “Think they’re new teachers?”

	A boyish voice asked, “Are you new teachers?”

	The tall girl said, “Ms. Stanley won’t like you. We got a new teacher once before. In the long ago times, when we had parents.”

	“I don’t ’member no other teacher,” a boy in a winter jacket said.

	“That’s because you had yet to come to class,” a different boy said, almost haughty in word choice, but not in tone.

	Winona refused to turn and face the children, not yet. 

	Dane blinked rapidly against depressurization and pond murk. 

	“Are you going to make Ms. Stanley let us go now?” the tall girl asked. “I don’t like when she makes us do things. I want to see my father and mum.”

	The defeated pain in the girl’s voice was heart wrenching. A child more than a century older than her appearance was not an easy idea to accept. For the living or for the dead, but her clothes told a tale, as did the lilt of her tongue.

	Winona no longer had a choice. She turned and peered into the glowing orbs of the dead faces. Some of the children had dark eyes. Some wore color in their cheeks. Not all, but some. There were so many, all bore the same hard emotion, the glow and the stages of blushing blood made no difference. The expressions were more hopeless than their words suggested. They wanted out and they wanted to be done with Hetty Stanley. 

	“We are hers. You know that. Why do you say such things? Under the Lord, we were baptized. She told us so, and it is true. Because we ate too much cake, resembling swine how we ate. We are her students,” said a small girl with tight pigtails and a perfect part running along her pale scalp.

	“Shut up. I wasn’t nothin’,” said a boy much newer to the party, according to his clothing. “I was just skating when that old bitch come along. You gotta take me outta here, okay?”

	“She’ll never let you—” pigtails started.

	“Go shine apples,” the tall girl said.

	Pigtails folded her arms across her chest.

	“We’re looking for a little boy.” Dane’s voice was sandpapery and uneven. “He went missing.”

	“That little boy ain’t learnin’ the rules too good,” the skater said.

	Winona’s fear drained as if a bottom let out, and she released her hold on Dane and flopped down next to him. She stared at the children and let the coldness of focus bathe her. She was sorry about these kids, but they were not Casey.

	“Where is he?”

	“Ms. Stanley will keep him after class until he gets it.” The tall girl shook her head. “I have not seen such a small boy take quite a beating. He does not learn as he should. He needs to stop crying and bleeding.”

	The words were rusty daggers to Winona’s heart. Stony rage emboldened her.

	Dane felt into his pocket, he found the pistol grip. “Where?”

	Winona sneered a half-smile, imaging killing someone who would dare touch her child.

	“She keeps him after school, in the classroom. He has to sit up front and face the wall. I don’t think he’s big enough for learning,” said a boy in suspenders and ratty slacks, no shirt.

	“He is a stupid boy, and he will not learn,” pigtails said, smugly.

	“Shut your mouth,” Winona snapped and popped up to walk.

	Dane followed her, though at a belabored pace. They recognized the lay of the yard, mostly, and knew the path to the schoolhouse. Winona took it every morning for about month when she first moved to Moreland and needed water, and had taken it many times since. 

	“You’re going at night?” the skater boy asked, his volume rising, full of excitement. “It’s not the same at night.”

	“Same as what?” Dane said. “Behind me, please. Unless you wanna play shooter.”

	Winona relented and gave up her spot. Beyond the trees, the schoolhouse loomed under the massive moon, looking no more ominous than it did any other night.

	Behind them, at a distance, the children followed. More hope showed edges in the faces of some than of others. Was there any real chance at all? It seemed almost likely, given the facts, that they’d gone on a revenge driven suicide mission. If nothing else, this Hetty woman was going to face the terrors she invoked.

	“I wouldn’t go in there. Samuel and Adina went in a long, long time ago. It is not the same at night,” the tall girl called out.

	Dane lifted his pistol as if to ensure her he had the universal problem solver at the end of his arm. 

	The stairs were older: stacked stones and a polished wooden hand railing. A brass bell dangled by the door. 

	“Ready?” Dane whispered.

	“Just go, go.” Winona was steady. 

	Thumb on the paddle handle, Dane released the latch. The door was heavy, two inches of hardwood blanched pale from the sun. The quality of light seemed faded and sepia toned inside. However, the moonshine cast within reached to a wall where a candle rested in a wooden holder and jutted out half a foot. 

	Winona saw that wall and assumed the similar interior to her home. A goofy old magpie painting rested above the shoe rack in her version. That picture was not in Hetty’s schoolhouse. 

	“Are there matches? I’ll hold the door, cover you.” Dane’s right arm was held stiffly out, as if ready to lift and destroy. 

	A tin container next to the candle sat at the back of the holder. What they’d hoped, she struck a match and lit the candle. It threw a paltry glow.

	“I wish I hadn’t dropped the flashlight.” Winona pocketed the match tin in her soggy jacket.

	“Wouldn’t have worked soaked anyway.” 

	“Will the gun?”

	“Hope so.” Dane stepped away from the door. 

	As if slammed in anger, the door crashed and only the orange flame remained to light the way. Dane reached back and ran his hand over a seamless space. Not only was there no handle, there was no doorframe. No cracks to suggest even the slimmest possibility of retreat. 

	“Casey, buddy?” Winona called out and then listened.

	Not a hint of sound returned to them.

	“This candle isn’t really helping. Can you prop open the door somehow?”

	“No. Those children weren’t lying. It’s not like your house at night. The door’s gone.”

	No surprise in the surprise, they’d fallen through a gateway to another place. Trade one Queen of Hearts for one Hetty Stanley.

	“Casey, buddy? It’s mommy!” she cried out and reached back for Dane’s hand.

	In a distance difficult to discern, a peep returned to them. They stood frozen and waited. Another peep and they understood.

	“Mommy!”

	~

	At best, Casey could only muffle his sobs against his shoulder. The other students had averted their eyes when the bitchy old teacher demanded his name and then that he rise, and go to the blackboard to write it out. He’d told her Casey and wrote the best he could recall, knowing he was wrong and yet knowing no other words. 

	RIVRLEA.

	At that, the old woman scolded him, adding like a spiked dragon’s tail, Correct this, now.

	RIVRLEA

	RIVRLEA

	After the second, her presence drew near, and after the third, the leather strap struck. Fat as a belt and looped at one end. 

	Casey wailed and screeched. The sound was offensive next to the forced calm of the classroom. 

	Ms. Stanley pushed Casey over a chair back and tugged down his pants. He tried to straighten, but her left hand pressed hard at the middle of his spine. Four heavy strikes landed on his bare cheeks. The soft cushion of flesh swelled. Crimson droplets bubbled through the surface layers. Casey increased his volume. He’d never known such horror. She struck him again and again and again. After that, she let him fall.

	Rise, you fool child.

	Casey didn’t, not until fingers latched his earlobe. Ms. Stanley dragged the boy, shuffling with his pants around his knees, to the corner.

	Silence, child.

	He couldn’t, wouldn’t. She let go of his ear to lean in tight, grabbing his hair and whispering, I will strap you blue. Silence, now.

	The very threat of more pain caused his strained insides to release. Front and back, he let free corresponding wet messes.

	Filthy, Hetty seethed and stormed away. She took the switch whip down from the nail behind her desk. Casey’s clean and bare shirt-back quickly turned red and the boy crumbled into a messy heap at the teacher’s feet. She promised that he would learn, and no limit existed on how long it might take. Still, he had his breather, in the corner, on the floor, until the end of the lesson. When the other students rose to leave, Casey attempted to do the same. 

	Detention. For as long as it takes.

	New blood swatches coated the babyish flesh of the boy only hours past his fourth birthday. She made him clean his mess and then the rest of the room. The hours dragged and she shouted through much of it. 

	All night! All night, fool child. Stand in that corner and learn to deal with your crimes.

	This place was horrible. Casey was cold and hungry. He tried to summon up hope and found none. Many of the children had whispered apologies as they left him behind—sorry, sorry, and you must learn quickly, and we had no choice, she made us do it. They were all funny and cowardly, scared almost as much as he felt, of that he was certain. He needed his mommy, he needed Dane. 

	You will write beautifully if I have to beat you into it for a thousand years, Hetty had hissed.

	Casey imagined writing well, perfectly, and then he imagined worse yet to come because betterment was a fantasy. Then he heard a distant voice. 

	The schoolhouse was scary, scarier than before, and awful at night. Things scratched within the walls, smells wafted, and only feet away, at her desk, the mean old teacher lay flat, staring at the ceiling, her eyes cold blue. 

	“Casey, buddy!” The voice was distant and he looked at Hetty.

	If she heard the voice, she’d ignored it. The second time his mother called, Hetty turned her gaze out toward the room that was very much changed from the daytime.

	Casey was helpless to curb it. Hope was a flame that flickered in the worst hurricanes and tornados and yet managed to keep lit. 

	“Mommy!”

	~

	The quality and texture of the room around them came in waves. Winona called out four more times and got no reply. After a dozen steps, both knew a vast difference from the schoolhouse they’d entered. Direction dictated by that initial cry, they pushed through the darkness, hands dragging over the splintered surfaces. The walls were of unfinished wood. Dane held the pistol as Winona held the candle. The report from their footfalls shortened and the wide room shrank inward until it became a hallway. 

	Winona stopped.

	“What?” Dane asked.

	“Listen.” Winona stomped her foot twice.

	“Okay, I don’t—”

	Three stomps returned to them from a distance.

	“Casey?” Winona began trotting forward.

	The hallway continued narrowing and Dane followed Winona in single-file. The distant footfalls grew louder with every inch of hallway they covered. The shadowy nowhere ahead dimmed and Winona had to slow.

	Despite what she saw, she continued on.

	“What is it?” The walls gave Dane about six inches on either side. “What’s going on?”

	Winona reached out and touched the wall at the end of the hall. It rounded out with a seamless bow of the wood. Cool, like stone. She stomped her foot again, the returning knock was deep beneath the floor, and far, far behind them.

	“Back,” Winona said, “we missed something.”

	Dane turned around to the impossible. Wood before him, solid and rounded. “It closed,” he whispered.

	Winona peered over Dane’s shoulder holding the candle to see with certainty. The same as the wall behind her. She spun and fingered frantically at the rough finish of the smooth curve.

	“What’s happening?”

	The volume of her screech was almost too much for the suddenly shrunken space. 

	“No yell—”

	The deep throbbing knock returned and the walls expanded as if the building breathed. The knock was everywhere.

	“It’s a…” Winona trailed. 

	Du-dum, du-dum.

	“Heartbeat.”

	The walls retracted as if they were lungs deflating. The thumping knocks continued.

	“Casey? Can you hear us, buddy?”

	The beat around them quickened and the walls began shrinking. The rough wood pressed against them. Winona stepped backward, her shoulders tight to Dane’s spine. 

	“I think it’s reacting to your voice,” Dane whispered, just barely over the thumping.

	Du-dum, du-dum.

	“So what’ll we do?”

	The walls fell away by degrees once again. Dane let his shoulders return to their natural slouch. 

	“I don’t know.”

	Winona lifted her arm overhead and stood on tiptoes to inspect above them. The ceiling rested a little less than seven feet above them, solid and crafted of the same rough wood as the walls. 

	“We can’t just stand here. We need to help Casey.”

	“I know. I know,” Dane said. “I’m thinking.”

	“Shoot the wall or something.”

	Probably a terrible idea and yet it was the only idea. Dane lifted his arm and pulled the trigger. It didn’t even click. A safety switch was on. He thumbed back the safety and held out his arm for a second try.

	Click.

	Snell had popped home a new clip but hadn’t chambered a round. Another simple problem mastered, Dane acted. The spring action vibrated up his arm from his palm after a satisfying slippage. He squeezed.

	The boom was immense. The wooden heartrate increased.

	Du-dum, du-dum, du-dumdudumdudum.

	The walls inflated further and pressed their arms down. The candle went out on a heavy breath from Winona. Crushing them from every direction, the pair felt bones belonging to one another poke into their flesh. The gun flared again. An accident. The shot missed Dane’s foot by less than an inch. The hard walls pressing them worked his tendons like a bow against violin strings.

	“Don’t!”

	The heart quickened again, the rhythm becoming a slurred mess of thumps. 

	Dane wanted to speak, wanted to tell her that it was an accident, but for the second time in the last half-hour, his lungs refused to fill with air. The pressure ballooned the blood in his head and his skull seemed on the verge of bursting. In that moment, all he could do was think of Winona. How he wished he’d had more time with her and that he thought he loved her in the realist way possible, loved her in a way that his rearing made nearly impossible.

	~

	That bad smell, he’d catch more of it yet and he’d find his Casey friend. Chauncey’s brain functioned on a level of sensory need that was different from the mindful humans. The dog had gone from breathing easy to underwater in a blink, and he reacted accordingly. He paddled upward to the bright light of a low-hanging sun. 

	On the shore, animals grazed. Dead-faced things were unafraid of the lively old dog. Not even the rabbits cared. It wasn’t easy to ignore them. He had come through chasing a scent and quite possibly, somewhere in the recesses of his mind, searching for his missing masters. Most mammals shared a core collection of chromosomes and consciousness, even small ones held vast spaces of potential. 

	The scents here were different and Chauncey did not care for anything of this new place. It resembled something etched onto his brain, but this wasn’t quite that place. Wasn’t the second new home, as much as it seemed the same. 

	He wanted to go inside and get to a safe spot hidden away. Through the woods and to the familiar warm box where he had food dishes, Chauncey chased rising hopes. Again, something was off, he saw his new home, almost. Close enough. He climbed the changed steps and stood by the door. Beyond the door, childish voices spoke, hushed. 

	“It’s a dog,” a tall girl whispered, leading other children out of the school.

	Chauncey did not know these children and rushed past them into the cloakroom—a room that did not exist in the schoolhouse he’d recently thought of as home. In another room through the open door was a woman and she scolded a whimpering figure. The dog dared not look. Bringing that voice against him was far too terrible a thought. 

	More children moved past him as he found a shadowy corner under a bench and hid. The mean woman continued berating the sobbing child. There were strikes and Chauncey smelled blood on the air. It made him hungry. It made him sad. This was not a good place, and he didn’t know how to get away. Rather than act, he did what came natural to him and drew into a tight ball. After a time, only the sobbing remained, and it drew farther away by the minute. The cloakroom shifted and changed around him. Curiosity and distance gave him a sense of safety and he took a few slow steps into a hallway that led to a series of mostly closed doors. 

	The first door, rough against Chauncey’s snout, led to a place of smells. Good smells. He entered. 

	Time flipped on its head for the dog as he circled the smelly place. There were shit smells and meat smells, even other doggy scents, sexy heat scents, something he hadn’t cared for in what seemed seven million years. The room was empty but for the odors, and Chauncey couldn’t imagine giving up the search for the sources.

	Then he heard the familiar voices. People yelled to each other. One side sounded broken, the boy who needed Chauncey to protect him—the boy who shared his bedroom with Chauncey, the friend called Casey. The other side had the feeders, the bigger ones—the ones that forced him to walk and gave him treats. It was a hard choice and he thought he made the correct one when he pushed out of the room toward the treat givers, toenails clattering against the soft wooden floor. Down a narrow hallway, he heard them from inside a doorway and then suddenly from a room across the hall. After that, back from the smelly room and then above the ceiling. Seeing the game in this peekaboo effort, Chauncey rushed onward, darting here and there for the sounds, the screams. A gunshot changed his mind. He’d heard shots plenty in his life and did not care for them.

	He picked a door and burst through it.

	Brighter. Candles hung on the walls. There were desks. The Casey boy, the boy who often rubbed his head and hugged him too tightly was there standing in the corner. On the desk was a woman in a big dress. She was old and her eyes gaped wide at the ceiling. She tapped on her chest with her palms. Those taps corresponded with thumps pounding elsewhere in the building. The treat-giving woman screamed alongside those thumps, too. Distantly.

	Chauncey did doggy math and hated this woman on the desk. She was not friendly to the boy sobbing and smelling like shit, piss, blood, and sweat. 

	This woman reeked of the bad and chase-worthy scent of the rabbit he’d eaten. This woman on the desk facing the ceiling was a prize worth biting. 

	From amid the rows of small but heavy desks, Chauncey charged with his teeth bared. He leapt, snapping. His jaws clenched onto a meaty calf muscle. The woman jerked forward and stopped patting her palms against her chest. 

	~

	Dane sank into a puddle of flesh and bones when the pressure departed. He gasped and coughed. Winona rubbed at his back, feeling around the floor for the dropped candle. It hadn’t gone far, hadn’t fallen all the way to the floor until the pressure relented. 

	“Mommy!” The voice was close.

	“Casey!” Winona cried and tugged on Dane who had, upon hearing the harried screech of the boy, begun rising to gather his bearings. “Come on! Come on!”

	Up to his feet, Dane stumbled. “I am.”

	Winona brushed past and followed the sounds. 

	“Mommy! Mommy! Dad!”

	A dagger of self-doubt sunk home. She’d heard Casey let slip the word twice with Dane. A mismanaged conveyance of affection reared its fragile head. If the relationship failed, what did that mean for Casey? Now, not only did she recognize that the child saw Dane as a father, but that maybe he needed more than she had to offer alone. That word, that moniker, inserted alongside her name told hard facts.

	The two of them together, was that enough while Dane trailed behind? 

	It had to be. Where the hallway had been closed before, a door appeared, and Winona entered. 

	~

	Winona stepped into a room of desks. Her kitchen, but not her kitchen, and her living room long before even her parents or grandparents ever took breaths. Casey was in the corner with his head against the wall. An old woman stood before the blackboard, rubbing together the index finger and the thumb of her right hand. Her wrist swung loosely. 

	“Casey!”

	“Mommy,” the boy moaned from the corner.

	The woman glued her blazing blue glare on Winona. Her mouth opened, revealing light and a pure black tongue. She ululated.

	“Casey, buddy, come to mommy,” Winona said.

	“I’m in ’tentions…I can’t move. Please, mommy. I’m sleepy and I hurt!”

	The woman moved her lips and Winona acted without further thought. She broke a few feet across the floor. Chauncey hopped up atop the big desk at the head of the class. Trouble flooded the dog’s eyes.

	“Easy now,” Winona said, skidding to a stop.

	Chauncey jumped down, took two steps on all fours and then straightened. The dog crossed over to Winona on his hind legs, snarling, its paws raised like a boxer. 

	“Chauncey, it’s me.” 

	The snarling dog stood almost to Winona’s chest. It raised a paw higher and jabbed. 

	Hetty Stanley’s lips moved faster, while her hand kept pace, swirling those digits.

	The paw jab had done little harm and Winona reached out to grab the second attempt. Chauncey bared his teeth and sunk his bite into her wrist. Winona screamed with the pain as the teeth gouged at her flesh. Chauncey let go and laughed. A human laugh. The dog jabbed paws at Winona’s stomach, snapping his jaw any time she tried to defend herself. 

	“Mommy, I wanna go home!”

	Winona kicked at Chauncey. Her foot met taught gut. The dog oofed, like a human and growled louder, like a dog. Behind Winona, a desk bumped her thighs. Heavy, solid. So strange, this dog attack, that she had little recourse but to latch onto the jabbing paw despite the impending bite.

	Chauncey bit. 

	Winona winced and with her free hand grabbed onto the dog’s other paw. She wrenched the legs apart as hard as possible. The teeth let go and the dog flopped back onto the floor with a single yelp.

	Chauncey stood, laughed again. “Boring bitch, no wonder your man had other family.”

	The voice was like Yuri’s, but not Yuri’s. A friend of Yuri’s, someone from her past, as if plucked from her mind. Another immigrant with old world views of relationships and women in general. 

	Chauncey climbed straighter, once again firm in stance.

	“Stay back,” Winona said shakily, her hands both bloodied and oozing.

	“Even new man has other women. You know it. Your son calls him dad, but he has other women and other children. These are better people, yeah? You know you are nothing. You know you are what people use and leave behind.”

	“Shut up.” Winona continued backing in a circle, playground boxer style. “You’re a talking dog. You can’t be real.”

	Chauncey sneered. “Where is he then, the new man? Huh? He has left you to be with other women. When you go to the diner, he gets other women and when he can’t have them, he touches kid.”

	“Shut up,” Winona whispered.

	“When you are at work, he is with your son, playing touchy games. He investigates the holes, and your son drinks the salty, sticky milk that spills.”

	“Shut up!” Winona charged forward. Chauncey jumped and met her. 

	Chauncey snapped. Ready to bite the hands that were to grab at his paws. Winona lowered her shoulder to a couple feet from the floor and hip-checked the dog aside, never losing stride. She continued the sprint at the ghastly woman rubbing her fingers and moving her lips. 

	“Shut up, you horrible bitch!”

	Contact was firm and both women fell. Casey dropped as well and began wailing, his entire being once again was in his control. Winona punched Hetty Stanley in the face twice. The old teacher had no defense, no action but to keep rubbing her fingers. 

	From elsewhere in the schoolhouse maze, six shots fired in succession. Winona rolled from atop the woman to Casey in the corner. She scooped him up, with coursing adrenal power, and popped to her heels, ready to launch into a sprint. Chauncey was on his side, breathing heavily. He sat up as Winona passed.

	Hetty Stanley began mumbling again and desks reshuffled in the room between Winona and Casey and the door. 

	“Damn you!” 

	Winona stopped with a jerk that put her on her ass. The boy crying into her chest was heavy as an anvil when she landed. His presence refreshed the terrors. Winona thought of Dane. The horrid image of Dane touching her son surfaced. Right then wasn’t the time, but she almost had to ask, despite everything. A lie. It has to be a lie. To be the truth was almost unspeakable. 

	Chauncey collected his self, and he burst into a run. Snapping teeth again found a home in the leg of the old teacher. The stacked desks fell aside from the heap.

	“Come on, buddy.” Winona set Casey down. No way could she climb away if she had to carry him. “Follow me.”

	Casey whined, but did as told. 

	The heap was about five feet at its highest point and spanned the entire room. Either the walls had shrunk, or the desks had grown. Given the nature of everything happening in the schoolhouse, either was a possibility. 

	“Mommy!”

	Winona looked back, and Casey had slid down into a cage of legs and desktops. At the head of the class, the woman continued rubbing her fingers while the dog yanked on her calf. From the woman’s mouth spewed a black mess. Uncertain of what the action those finger movements meant or why the woman continued rubbing, Winona tugged on Casey’s arms.

	Stuck and at a funny angle, Winona tried to lift a desk. It might’ve been cast iron in her hands. No good. She crawled forward, traversing the studious summit and headed to the only door in the room. 

	“Mommy! Don’t go!”

	“I’m not!” Winona called back to the frantic pleas and crawled on the floor looking for a clear path. Nothing so simple, she leaned in and grabbed onto Casey. He shrieked. 

	“I’m me, buddy. Come on, find a way through.”

	Hetty Stanley downturned her face and seemed to focus harder—she’d been minding more than the classroom before her. The old teacher wrapped her hands around the dog’s jaws and pulled, one up and the other down. The bones snapped and Chauncey squealed and yelped, falling away. Hetty Stanley then faced the desks and mumbled a string of commands. At the schoolhouse, she was God, and as time passed, her godhood only strengthened. The rules were hers to make. The lessons she’d teach belonged to her world. The rooms and the yard space that filled her universe, this was her domain. 

	It was hers and nobody had the power to best her.

	The desks lit and fire burned hot and bright. The flames danced, more the orange of goldfish than of flames.

	Still damp, Winona lifted her coat, ready to cover Casey’s head once she had him in her grasp. She slammed her shoulders into the stack of desks. Over and over. The teacher cackled and then Winona heard her voice for a first time.

	“He’s mine in the eyes of all lords and gods the universe over. Baptized and now to burn! I shall keep his crispy skeleton alongside yours forever, teaching the students deserving of—” 

	Three more shots broke out from beyond the classroom. Hetty Stanley bucked as a single shot connected. Her hands ceased movement. The heft of the desks relented, and Winona shoved the pile aside enough to grab Casey. His hair and eyebrows were melted to his head. The smoke in his lungs had knocked him out. Still, she had him and he breathed. 

	To her feet and through the door.

	~

	Dane had to pause a breath longer after the walls relented their pressure. The blood coursing within pounded against his lungs as if carting around tiny crumbs ready to clot his arteries. The crushing walls had amplified the pain of drowning tenfold. He closed his eyes, for just a second, but when he lifted his head, Winona was gone. 

	“Shit.” He trudged on. After a dozen steps, he finally came upon an open door. The light within, he assumed, was Winona’s candle guiding him all along. 

	Dane was not far from Winona and Casey and yet, he was an incredible distance. The candle shine he’d followed dimmed as he entered.

	“Winona?”

	Dane turned to retreat from the room and again found himself a victim of the schoolhouse maze and its structural shifts. Toes touching a wall, Dane spun around. A candle lying on its side burst into flame, bringing glow from floor to ceiling in an ovular swatch like a high-powered flashlight. 

	“Hello?” 

	The candle on the floor shook and slid, leaving in its wake a small patch of brown carpet and a Sega Genesis system with NHL '94 stuffed into the slot. The plastic of the cartridge had a piece missing and a crack running down the center. Dane stared at the familiar game as the candle rolled up walls and along floors, painting a world around him. 

	That game hadn’t belonged to Dane, not the first time he played it. It came to be his, eventually. A Saturday in 1995. Autumn inched toward winter and most of the lawn sat buried beneath leaves. Uncaring and unnoticing, Dane went upstairs from his bedroom to piss. Most mornings he’d eat some of the awful off-brand cereal that came in enormous bags. Puffed grains that turned to mush once the milk made contact, but not that morning. That morning, afternoon, and night, and then the following morning, afternoon, and night he had plunked down in front of the tiny basement TV while eating soda crackers because they were handy. 

	Dane did not think about the silence of the home and returned to the basement after his piss, passing by the fridge and the note from his father. There was a list of chores, and a time expectation for doing them. 

	Not seeing the note—not until hours later—Dane sat again, trying the maneuver the Chicago Blackhawks through a seven-game series. He did not hear when doors slammed upstairs, his eyes glued to the tube set and game-four overtime where the Blackhawks were looking to tie the series with the North Stars. He did not hear the quick falling steps or the feel the breeze of evil trade winds approaching.

	Gary Butler said nothing. Instead, he reared back a foot and kicked the game from the system. Dane watched his Stanley Cup dream die and recognized that somehow, he had to come up with money because Justin Clarke from the school bus wasn’t likely to think a busted game was okay to return. 

	Dane’s body lifted as Gary Butler dragged him by the hair toward the steps, screaming that the leaves needed raked. Once to the stairs, feeling the pressure release, Dane sprung to his feet. Gary Butler had another kick ready and connected with the ten-year-old’s asshole, causing him to sit funny for three days following and shit blood twice.

	Now, looking at the game in the Sega system, Dane wondered if the cartridge still worked. Back then, it did, mostly, even with a busted plastic shell. He eventually won the Cup dozens of times over the two years following. Justin had demanded thirty-five bucks. Didn’t want a busted game, even if it still worked. Fine. Dane pilfered it slowly, taking from his father’s loose change piles that formed nearly daily next to the fat leather wallet.

	But what was the game doing here?

	He peeled his eyes from the system and the vivid memory it induced—a thing he hadn’t considered in many years. The scene was all there, the entire basement. The candle was gone. The bare ceiling bulbs revealed a perfect facsimile of the world that had tagged him a coward, a loser, a whipping boy. Unspeaking, Gary and Carrie Butler stepped from a shadow to glare at Dane. This wasn’t real. They were dead and…another plane, what if they exist still, what if they will always exist and wait for me?

	“Where’s the kid?” Dane finally asked, forcing the faltering hope that what he saw was a fallacy. “Where’s Casey.” Dane’s voice came out much more ferocious than the reality within. The tone arose from the raw throat and wheezy breaths. Inside, Dane had the urge to run and if no doors presented themselves, to find a crawlspace or a gap beneath a bed, like old times. 

	And why not curl up in a closet, buried in clothes, listening to moods wane in places beyond? It was always better to wait until it was safe to come out when dealing with the biggest man in the universe. The monster atop the mountain. 

	Dane coughed. “Where is he?” This came out as a pitiful whisper.

	Gary Butler took two steps forward, his hands clenched at his sides. “You’re some fucking tough guy, huh?”

	Dane stood firmly.

	“Dane, why do you gotta piss him off?” Carrie Butler asked.

	Dane shook his head. He didn’t piss off his father, his father was permanently pissed, and he zeroed on the son too slow to connect drugs and booze with freedom. The boy who stuck around in the mental sense later than his lost siblings had.

	“Too fucking tough to visit graves? Ever even been to a cemetery? Some fucking tough guy can’t face death.”

	This was undeniable, the truth. He’d never visited their graves and Jack Cole’s family were aggressive and demanded that he stay away. Dane never argued. Jack was not that thing in the box. Jack was the man in memories. And even Andy…

	“Think you’re fucking tough, then? I asked you a question or are you so fucking tough that your ears don’t work?” Gary Butler jabbed two fingers into Dane’s chest—a very similar act to what Chauncey did to Winona at that very moment. 

	Dane stumbled back. The wall had gone, and he saw something else that did not belong. An abyss had no place in his childhood basement. It did not belong and yet, right there it was, awaiting his fall.

	Gary jabbed his fingers again. “Fucking tough guy, huh.”

	“Fuck you.” Dane swung his arm around. “Fuck you,” he said more firmly and pointed the gun barrel at his father. 

	“That’s a sin, Dane. You’ll never come back from that. Why can’t you be a good boy? You piss everybody off. Why can’t you be a good boy?” Carrie Butler asked. “I don’t know why you kids turned out how you did. I pray and pray, but you’re still trash.”

	“I’m not trash!”

	“Tough guy, huh?” Gary Butler shoved Dane.

	The man turned boy, if only in mind, squeezed his frightened fist six times. All went into the ceiling as he dropped into the blackness behind him. 

	Thump. 

	Surprisingly, the trip to the bottom was a short fall, and for a second, Dane thought he’d seen the truth of the room. Right before he squeezed, as he fell, a flicker had reset the image. Then, Gary Butler was a little boy, and the room was a candlelit box. 

	“Fucking tough guy?” Gary Butler, suddenly reeking of beer, began kicking his son with a dirty boot. 

	Dane shrank against the giant man. He was a boy, and he was so scared, he didn’t want to be hurt anymore. The room was real because he’d been there in life and only made it away as a coward. Running. Hiding. His weakness dragged the reality like a shackled weight. 

	“Stop it! Stop it!” Dane whined.

	“You’re such a loser. Why can’t you be better? You know, Bobby Wally’s son is going to preacher school. He’s doing the Lord’s work. Why can’t you be a kid worth talking about? How is it that you’re such a piece of crap?” Carrie Butler’s tone was one of hurt and honest disgust.

	Tears filled Dane’s eyes. Tears that hadn’t spilled in nearly two decades.

	“Please, no more!” 

	“Listen to this tough guy. Fucking tough guy’s really just a crybaby.”

	The foot ceased connection with Dane’s ribs. Dane opened his eyes and saw his father still standing over him and his mother not far away. Thankful for reprieve, he crumbled and shrank further. Seconds passed, then a minute, maybe more. It struck him that he was crying over the only thing he’d ever cried over—his father—and it didn’t make sense for a man to be a true monster after time shed light and a boy grew into a man himself. Gary Butler was a myth sunk deep in childhood, sunk that first time palm met face, driven deeper with subsequent threats and contact. 

	Dane had been hit dozens of times, cowering before Gary Butler, but Dane had written and destroyed monsters ten times the size and strength of Gary Butler. Dane looked up at his father and saw what he should’ve seen, maybe not as a small child, but at least in his teens. This was a man and not something to fear. 

	“I do think I’m tough, you fuck!” 

	The parents of the wronged boy did not speak. Dane lifted the firearm and pushed it against his father’s forehead. 

	Silence.

	“I do!”

	Silence still.

	It had gone to a stalemate. Dane needed his father to say something, to push, to kick, to resume the abuse that was his calling card. 

	There was nothing and Dane stared into the motionless eyes. 

	“You piece of shit,” Dane whispered, trying to hold the resolve.

	The room flickered and revealed itself for a half-second. Wood. A candle. Two children, a boy and a girl. The boy stood before Dane and Dane held a pistol to the boy’s head.

	Dane’s arm fell several inches before the room blazed back into all the remembered horror.

	“Fucking tough—” Gary Butler started into the familiar diatribe.

	Dane fired twice into his father and once into his mother. The vision melted away and Dane peered down at the boy with blazing blue eyes and a blazing blue mouth. The bullet holes oozed black syrup under the dancing candlelight.

	He mouthed things Dane did not comprehend. 

	“No, no…” Dane knelt to cradle the boy.

	“It’s okay, mister,” the girl said, her voice small and her tone simple and country. “We didn’t wanna. Samuel wasn’t like that. We came in and we got lost and we ain’t seen nobody else in so long. Just wanna go home.”

	Samuel grabbed onto Dane’s jacket and mouthed things. 

	“I’m sorry. I don’t know what to do. I have to find Winona and the kid.”

	“It’s okay, Samuel always told me, Adina we ain’t never gettin’ outta here, you gotta read his lips to get it. But that’s what he says. Guess I got used to it. It’s forever school. We don’t even get to do recess no more.”

	“Can you help him? You can follow me, and you can leave, maybe,” Dane said, feeling stupidly helpless. “I’ll find a way. If I can see. Can you light another candle?” He scooped a candle from the floor.

	“Oh no. No more candles. I can’t touch’m, they just go out. I can help Samuel if I got to, in the dark even.”

	Adina labored forward, blackness oozing from the side of her filthy dress beneath the filthier hooded frock. She took Samuel’s arms in her hands and began dragging. 

	A loud crash stole Dane’s attention, and either Adina or Samuel tightened against his thigh.

	Adina lowered her face. “This place has many sorts of devil things.”

	Into the darkness, Dane considered taking a shot at the sound to scare whatever it might be. He then realized the terrible folly in shooting from fear alone.

	“Hello, is someone there?”

	A match flared ten feet away revealing two faces, a woman and a child, and the door they’d come through before slamming it closed.

	“Dane?” Winona whispered.

	He rushed at her, to introduce the candle he held to the match that quickly dwindled in her fingers. 

	 


Thirty-One

	“Sometimes she makes it scary,” Adina said.

	Dane had tried to carry Samuel and keep the firearm at the ready. It didn’t work. Adina took one of Samuel’s feet and Dane took the other. They dragged, slowly. The walls had again slimmed and streamlined the focus of their path. Winona and Casey led the way while the dragged Samuel brought up the rear. 

	A war waged within Winona. Even the hint that those early worries had any possible truth behind them was too much. She hated herself for it but couldn’t stay quiet.

	“Dane, I saw Chauncey.”

	“Holy, wow.”

	“I think he’s dead, but he spoke to me,” she said softly. 

	The dog was the only possible witness to abuse if Casey couldn’t put Dane’s actions into words. 

	“What did he say?”

	“Ms. Stanley makes us into animals sometimes,” Adina interrupted. “She makes us do bad stuff, too.” 

	Winona registered this, but still let what she’d heard fester.

	“Dane, do you touch Casey inappropriately?” 

	Dane gasped.

	Winona continued, “Casey, does Dane ever touch you…like in your pants or does he make you touch in his pants?”

	Dane had stopped, and subsequently, so had Adina and Samuel. He pressed a palm into his chest and breathed audibly, rasping. “Winona?” He coughed.

	Winona stopped and prompted him again. “Casey, buddy, does he?”

	“Of course I don’t!”

	“I need to hear it from Casey. Buddy, tell me.”

	“Mommy, I didn’t wanna say…I’m sorry. It’s only a little secret. Dane said we could keep it.”

	Dane’s stomach lurched and he bent forward some. 

	Winona’s heart pounded. “What secret?” she whispered.

	“I didn’t want… In case you made me stop playing…”

	“Tell me, what did he do to you?” Winona said.

	“I didn’t touch him!” Dane said.

	“Dane said it was okay… I mean I was just… The game was so fun, and I only pooped a little.”

	Dane wheezed a pent breath. 

	Mario Kart’s fault. On the last lap, Casey was about to finish fourth for the first time in several dozen tries, and lost track of his bowels. The shock and embarrassment turned him into a toddler. Dane had to coddle and clean, promised he wouldn’t tell Winona in case she refused to let Casey come over to play games anymore.

	“You pooped?” Winona still thought the worst. Pooped a little what?

	“I was playing Mario Kart and I pooped, and Dane had to clean me up and it was a secret… Please, can I still play Mario Kart?”

	Winona draped her arms over Casey, holding the candle away from his back. “Shit, Dane, I’m sorry. The woman…and Chauncey and…men can be monsters.”

	“Let’s keep moving,” Dane said.

	“Right.”

	Clawed paw-falls approached speedily from behind them.

	~

	They turned. The blue illumination of the dead dog’s eyes and wide, flapping jaw enveloped them—deer in headlights. Those eyes were not friendly. Those eyes were not Chauncey’s.

	Dane saw it and recognized the fault in shooting the messenger, and still squeezed two rounds into the dog. Chauncey rolled over, oozing holes only slowing the pace until he regained his footing. The dog climbed to his hind legs and closed the distance like a bare-knuckle boxer ready to deliver a knockout blow to a staggered opponent. 

	Dane fired twice more, and the dog puddled only momentarily. 

	How many shots is that?

	The dog stood and resumed his approach. Chauncey’s head jerked back swinging the top row of teeth like tiny daggers while jabbing with his paws. Dane pushed the dog twice and Chauncey stopped fighting and awaited a shot.

	Hold a second, how many shots?

	Dane counted quickly while Chauncey acted as a sacrificial shooting range. One, one, four, three, two, two. Dane had good reason to believe that he had just one shot left. It was a risk worth taking. He leveled the pistol a foot above the dog and fired into the dark hallway. Instantly, a moan came from the shadows, and the hallway disappeared. They were at the front of the classroom by the boot room, and, incredibly, they were only a few feet from Hetty Stanley. 

	“Run!” Dane bounced back the way he’d come, letting go of Samuel and hopping over Chauncey. He pushed the heavy desk across the floor at the teacher as he ran.

	Hetty Stanley turned her full attention on Dane. She backpedaled, her expression one of surprise and fury. The desk pinned her to the wall, and she laughed. “A grown child needing a lesson.” Her voice was cold and sharp. 

	Dane flung open the top desk drawer and grabbed at items. He tossed a stone used as a paperweight, tossed three small slate boards, and picked up a little bell that jangled in his hand. The bell was virtually weightless, useless in its ability to kill that cackle. And still, he cocked his arm back ready to throw. 

	The desk burst from against Hetty Stanley as she thrusted her hips. Splinters flew like snow in a gale. Dane tumbled back, chunks of desk pinning him to the floor. 

	“I shall return for you, sir,” she said and followed the trail blazed only a minute earlier by Winona, Casey, and the dead kids. 

	As Hetty Stanley stormed through the small, now normalized schoolhouse, she muttered and rubbed fingers of both hands. 

	Dane pushed at the desk, but it was too much weight, way too much weight.

	~

	No plan to her motions, just go. Winona had the strange thought that it must be similar to fleeing an alligator in the wetlands. Run and run and run. Straight out from the schoolhouse door, Winona led the charge with her son clinging to her hand.

	“Wait! Wait!” Adina dragged Samuel over the hardened dirt path. “Where you going?”

	Winona stopped then and turned to face the old schoolhouse, no longer old. “Which way is out?” 

	“Out?”

	“How do we get out of here?”

	“Oh, sometimes Ms. Stanley makes us go swimming and we see the different seasons. I went twice and she made me be a bunny, but not for a long time. Samuel went as a deer last time and when he came back, he couldn’t talk no more. Then we tried to get in and burn the schoolhouse down. It didn’t work.”

	“No shit. So, the pond. Dane!” 

	The schoolhouse door opened and Hetty Stanley stepped out. 

	“Ah, no, no.” Winona stumbled backward.

	Adina stiffened, the puppeteering effect finding a home within her once again. Samuel flattened, experiencing the same effect. Winona and Casey continued away a few steps as Adina and Samuel offered a view of peeled humanity. Their dead eyes dimmed, and bears clawed free of the dissipating flesh. Growls filled the air.

	Heels pumping, Casey, a weight on the end of her arm. A tree line loomed before them, and it offered the slim hope that she might drag Casey through to a safe place until she figured out a better option. The trees were thick and that was good, although they proved difficult to force. Still, she moved, the growls and roars of the two angry grizzlies behind them gave all the reason they’d ever need, then the trees thinned and Winona stopped. Casey jerked as if on a tether.

	“Mom!”

	Winona was heartbroken anew. Before them was a pond and numerous children. They held hands as if playing a game of Red Rover. Beyond them was a bush and poking above the trees was the roof of the schoolhouse. 

	Ms. Hetty Stanley lorded over a small plane. 

	The bears growled and Winona stumbled several steps, dragged by an eager Casey. The boy had no idea. Children stepped from the trees behind the harried pair. Hands connected and tones soured in mostly prepubescent voices.

	“Poor Hetty is a-weepin’, a-weepin’, a-weepin’. Poor Hetty is a-weepin’ on a bright summer’s day. Why are you weepin’, weepin’, weepin’, why are you weepin’ on a bright summer’s day?”

	Hetty Stanley approached, her hands manipulating the children, her lips singing in a poor, tone-deaf crackle, “I’m weeping for my lost ones, my lost ones, my lost ones. I’m weeping for my lost ones on a bright summer’s day.”

	The sun began to rise quickly, replacing the massive moon.

	The children sang, “Dearest Hetty we’re not lost, not lost, not lost. Dearest Hetty, we’re not lost, our souls are here to stay.”

	The thought of it gave rise to acid in the back of Winona’s throat. 

	Hetty turned her chin to the enormous sun. “My class, my students, my souls, I need more, more, more. Children, I need more souls for my class on a bright summer’s day.”

	The circle tightened and Winona stumbled as the cool bodies bumped her forward. Casey clung to her and moved as his mother moved. The pond nipped around their ankles.

	The children sang the final bastardized verse of Poor Mary. 

	“It’s time to baptize, baptize, baptize. Dearest Hetty, it’s time to baptize a wayward soul on a bright summer’s day.”

	The circle opened and Hetty stepped inside. Her hands remaining busy.

	~

	The desk was solid atop him, not so much heavy as it seemed affixed. Dane pushed at the wood and wriggled his body, trying for freedom and finding none. The solidity of the hold was enough to question the nature of it. 

	If it was another trick of Hetty Stanley’s power, he might become a fixture for much longer than he hoped. The image of a man in a classroom struck him. There were always a few older kids in his classes for the first weeks of high school, before they decided they had it right the first time and dropped back out. A grown man amongst children was sad and not a game he wished to play. 

	“Fuck!” he shouted a raspy roar and punched at the desk.

	He stopped squirming to regain his energy and his resolve. Eyes closed he tried to imagine the rest of his life. It seemed as if nothing truly died in the teacher’s fucked up little world. Dane let his mind wander off to Winona and Casey. He imagined them Olympic caliber swimmers, diving deep and slipping through the crack that had allowed their entry. Their lives could continue if they’d gotten away. He doubted that likely, tomorrows took a team effort and there he was, stuck on the floor, hopeless. 

	He pounded at the wood on either side of him. His fist nudged the bell he’d pulled from the desk drawer. The sound was eerily loud given the quietness in the room. The desk jumped. His breath, his heartbeats, and a distant wheeze, all of it stopped.

	Here was the answer. 

	Dane picked up the bell and tinkled it. Instantly, paws scratched at the floor and Dane saw the broken dog stumbled toward him. From his prone position he offered little defense and if the demonized dog wanted to finish him the opportunity was there.

	“Chauncey, Chauncey, stay away.”

	The dog continued forward, breath huffing, black ooze dripping. 

	“Chauncey, be good. Be good, Chauncey.”

	The dog inched his way to his fallen former master and then dropped. The dog’s tired form lay next to Dane, nudging the man with a slimy snout. Chauncey was Chauncey again, back to his norm. Dane touched the ridge of his head, turning his body. The bell jingled again. The desk slipped at the movement and the sound. Lifting only the half-inch necessary, Dane freed himself. He looked around. The room was dark but for Chauncey’s eerie internal light. The small brass bell remained in Dane’s palm, and he recalled the words of the girl he’d shot. 

	We don’t even get recess no more.

	Recess. 

	A rule of the classroom. 

	Sure, Ms. Hetty Stanley held the power to cancel recess permanently, but that didn’t mean the recess bell didn’t exist. It did not steal its power. Chauncey was Chauncey and the desk was but a desk. 

	Dane got to his feet. He was sore, inside and outside. Sore was not an issue. Pain was an attribute of most of his life’s troubles. 

	“Coming, boy?”

	Chauncey rose, jaw dangling, and trailed the man outside.

	~

	The children hummed and swayed. 

	Samuel, still wearing a full grizzly form, pinned the screaming and shaking Winona to the mud at the edge of the pond. 

	Hetty Stanley held Casey. He wailed and squirmed against her hold, but her fingers dug in such a way that he was unable to free himself so much as an inch. The water lapped with the motion of the ritual. The sun overhead was immense and miraculous. So close and hot, yet unable to burn or even tint the skin. The dirt scent was on the air and the pond was alive on their flesh.

	Perfect baptismal weather. 

	“Gods speak of eternal life, but do not show it. Gods speak of guidance, but do not offer it. Gods speak of destiny, but never show their hands.” Hetty Stanley’s voice boomed over the humming children and the wailing Winona. “In my classroom eternal, I shall reveal forever. In my classroom eternal, I shall guide my students. In my classroom eternal, I shall master the destiny of all within my reach. I am the true god, and you are what I say you are.”

	“Let him go, you rancid bitch!” Winona’s head drove below the surface of the pond under the weight of Samuel’s paws. She gagged and sucked in water. 

	Samuel let her up and she hacked for air.

	“May the darkness of ignorance wash away with the true redeemer’s knowledge and light. For I am the only redeemer and all the light in the universe. I am the god of all and baptize thee mine for all eternity.” Hetty Stanley dunked Casey into the pond.

	She’d done it once before to this boy and she already considered him a piece of her kingdom. This wash was for Winona’s eyes. This heathen trespasser needed to recognize her power and ownership. 

	“You bitch. You bitch,” Winona whined, broken under the great weight of the place. “Let him go.”

	“Receive my light!” 

	Hetty Stanley lifted the boy out of the water and tossed him toward the waiting arms of the tall girl. Over the century, that tall girl had caught many new students. 

	Hetty Stanley turned her gaze to Winona. “Bring me the next.”

	Samuel dragged Winona out into the pond and stood ready to assist until Hetty Stanley waved him away. This adult, this hopeless trollop, she would reveal the great strength of Hetty’s godhood. 

	Winona struggled for footing, found it, and then lost it again. Rising as Hetty Stanley spoke, Winona found herself floating above the water several feet.

	“There is no need for repetition on this day, may my holy words traverse from the first soul to the next while my classroom grows.”

	Winona looked down on the humming children and to her sopping, sad-faced son. It broke her heart. Hetty Stanley’s heaven was pure hell. 

	“Into the waters of the one true god!” Hetty Stanley shouted.

	Winona’s flailing body dropped into the pond with a slapping splash. 

	“And again!” 

	On a tremendous rush, Winona jerked upward, spinning so that she was face down. Staring at the shallow waters, feeling nothing of the baptism itself. A cool, jarring, painful dunking. No godliness touched her soul. 

	“Down into the waters of my kingdom!” 

	Winona bunched into a ball and slammed into the water, not only falling, but pushed to strengthen the force of gravity. Her knees crunched beneath her on the pond’s muddy floor. 

	“Up, eternal student of my hold!” Hetty Stanley lifted her hands to the sky, her fingers still rubbing together, working the children. “On the third, you shall meet the floor and feel my light!”

	Winona’s guts roiled and her limbs stiffened. She was a floating starfish. “God, no,” Winona whimpered as the tears streamed down her cheeks. 

	From the direction of the schoolhouse, beyond the chain of children and beasts, Dane approached. Running as best he could. Chauncey jogged along next to him.

	~

	If the bell didn’t work, he was fucked, so was the kid, and so was Winona. He’d already decided the faithful Chauncey was already past help. Moving on borrowed time, the dog stumbled alongside Dane.

	“Recess! Recess!” Dane swung the tiny bell as if he was a town crier. “Recess!”

	The circled children continued their humming. Winona remained in the sky, rising inches with the passing seconds. Hetty Stanley focused on the final dunk that would reveal her true power.

	Ten feet away, hearing the hum and the crying child, Dane swung his arm. “Recess! Recess, goddammit! Recess, it’s recess!”

	The bell tinkled lightly, a few heard it and stopped humming and swaying. They craned their heads to face Dane and the bell. As the humming fell, the bell grew louder. Dane charged into the circle, busting apart barely grasped hands. The humming finished and the children gaped in awe.

	“Recess! Re-fucking-cess!” Dane tinkled the bell like a belligerent Victorian hotel guest demanding his bags taken to his room. “Stop what you’re doing. It’s recess!”

	Hetty Stanley looked at Dane and then to the children, her students. Again, another dared challenge her destined possession. 

	Winona screeched, her arms flailing as she dropped. Dane rushed toward her and found the water rising to a level beyond his sea legs. A great splash rolled. That splash awoke the full understanding in the children. 

	It had been so long since there was recess. 

	“Give me my bell,” Hetty Stanley said, seething. “You have no right to declare recess.”

	“Eat shit,” Dane said. He had little hope for the children, but he figured the potential of eternal nothingness was better than permanent grade school. “Swim free! Swim to the other—!”

	The air left his lungs as an invisible fist punched his chest. Body in air, his hands released and the bell plopped into the pond, sinking twice as quickly as the panicked man. 

	Up. The water surged in a localized fountain. Dane rose high and the pond itself lowered greatly.

	Samuel was still a bear. Adina was still a bear. Both charged at human freedom. They led the way. The tall girl quick on their heels, helped two small non-swimmers down into the pond. Eight feet, maybe nine, the children swam toward the cold dark spot. The boy in the Ski-Doo suit detoured from the path toward the recess bell stuck in the mud at the bottom of the pond. Collected, pocketed, he veered after the others. 

	Winona took her chance, whispering a silent apology to Dane. They came to rescue Casey and that was the objective. It hurt to look away from his battle with—battering from—the woman. 

	Casey took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and clung to his mother’s shoulders. They swam the short distance. The hole was there, and they climbed before falling suddenly as the inter-plane shift moved gravity from head to foot.

	Dane saw none of the mass exodus. His view was of infinitely repeated treetops and a world so small that he gazed upon himself a dozen times over. In awe of the vision, he forgot the fight and peered into the fantastic. The water beneath him fell away, parting for his fall. The mud caught him, clacking his jaws together and rattling him senseless. It took only the three seconds for the water to pound down over him as Hetty Stanley returned every drop to the pond. Numbly, he felt the water rising again. Heard the feminine oof noise and the sloppy growl of the should-be-dead dog. 

	Browning, fading to black, floating mostly above the surf, Dane heard the screams followed by wailing. 

	Human. Adult. Woman. This and splashing.

	~

	Winona climbed out of the hole and topside onto the frozen shelf above the gateway. The children that led the charge did so of their own volition and met the consequences. The older the clothes, the quicker time caught hold and took lives owed. The screams were foul. Skin tightened and greyed under the cold morning air of 2020. They’d made a costly choice. Home was too far gone for most.

	“Mommy,” Casey sobbed, shivering against his mother. 

	The poor children around them, all writhed in pain. 

	“What’s happening to me?” said the child in the Ski-Doo brand snowsuit. He had bare feet that quickly forced through the bottoms of too short pant legs. Rips formed as the boy screamed, his voice grew deeper and deeper with each half-second. Time had all of them and time wanted payment of youth. 

	Winona dared to watch and listen no more. She lifted Casey to her hip and ran for the house. She had other worries and her blood boiled with possibilities and difficult truths. What if the baptismal really meant something? A deep thing, an all-encompassing thing?

	 She had only reached her porch when she heard the godawful voice. The one indifferent to recess rules—recess did not mean recess for a teacher.

	“My children! My class! I will have my children!”

	“In, in.” Winona pushed, knowing that Casey would be the only child remaining. “Get to your bedroom, go! No, the bathroom!” 

	The bathroom door had a lock. Not much of a lock, but it would have to do. Casey charged up the stairs and Winona grabbed the two largest knives from the block and followed after him. Quick and nimble. They pushed inside, only then totally sensing the futility of a hollow pine door. Winona pressed her back to it, nonetheless. 

	Movement downstairs. No chance someone else had come in—Hetty Stanley, on a furious, calculating warpath mumbled her chant. “Hetty is a-weeping, a-weeping, a-weeping.” The woman spoke with a cold crispness the children had not, enunciating every edge of every syllable. “Hetty is a-weeping on a bright summer’s day.”

	Winona heard doors squeaking and objects falling to the ground. What Hetty sought defeated Winona’s imagination. They couldn’t possibly be hiding in the cupboards, so why search there?

	“Dearest Hetty, we’re not lost, not lost, not lost. Dearest Hetty, we’re not lost, our souls are here to stay.”

	The voice approached the stairs. Winona clutched the two knives like ski poles. She stared at her hands and decided to flip the knife in the right. Two stabbing methods were likely better than one.

	“It’s time to baptize, baptize, baptize. Dearest Hetty, it’s time to baptize a wayward soul on a bright summer’s day.”

	The voice was right outside the door. Hetty Stanley turned the locked knob, ceased her chant, and swung back to strike with the claw hammer from under the sink. Winona jerked and stiffened at the banging sound. 

	“Mommy, don’t let her get me again.”

	“You’re already mine, always!” Hetty Stanley had a good set of ears for whispering boys. 

	The second slam of the hammer vibrated jitters throughout the terrified pair in hiding. Third thump, the doorknob fell away. Hetty Stanley tapped the hammer into the mechanics that worked the lock and the knob. Cheap and fragile, the lock sprung when the steel bent. Long boney fingers reached in and tested surfaces until the latch gave. 

	Winona grunted when the old woman pounded on the far side of the door. The door rocked inward as Hetty Stanley bounced her body against the weight of Winona.

	Casey, scared, scurried over the lip of the bathtub, and hid behind the curtain. 

	“He’s mine! The children belong to me!” Hetty Stanley slammed her body. “Mine, forever!”

	Personal care items rocked from their places on ledges. Bric-a-brac and pills fell from the medicine cabinet behind the sink. Casey whined as three bottles of shampoo and a jug of rust stain remover rained down on him. He fell to his belly, peering at the foreboding warning pictures on the label of the rust remover. The jug was ancient. Left behind by Winona’s parents and obviously used sparingly since its purchase date long before his birth.

	Winona saw two options. One was to hope that eventually something would happen for them. The second was to make something happen.

	Hetty Stanley thumped, and Winona waited, timing the strikes. And just as she predicted the next moment of impact, she jumped back and flung open the door, swinging one of the knives into the stomach of Hetty Stanley.

	Surprised, the old teacher stumbled forward, and Winona jabbed the second knife into Hetty Stanley’s eye and cheek. Black liquid oozed and ran down Winona’s arm as she yanked free the knife from the woman’s face and proceeded to jam it home in the woman’s ear. There were mumbles and stumbles, Hetty Stanley staggered against the sink and quickly straightened. A grimace played about her tight bluish lips, and she snapped out to grab hold of Winona. Her strength was incredible, and Winona’s head dragged left and right.

	“I didn’t get a chance to finish the baptism,” Hetty Stanley said through clenched teeth.

	The black ooze spilled in great thick blobs, cascading onto Winona’s scalp. Too strong, the boney fingers forced Winona down. Punching eye-level at the teacher’s hips was useless. Winona’s head wrenched sideways. This turn flopped her. The old woman kicked the toilet seat up and pushed the younger face down.

	“In the eyes of the one true god, me, I baptize you. I baptize you and rid this world of your meddlesome breath.”

	The burbling toilet water was plenty loud to hear from the bathtub. Casey chanced a peek around the curtain and saw the mean old woman forcing his mother’s face into the toilet, drowning her. He had to help her. He looked around.

	Skull and crossbones. 

	“I do not teach adults! I teacher the children and they are mine!”

	Winona jerked her head back, trying for breath. She scored a small amount, but the shit smelling water that trailed it made the effort useless.

	“Drink your filth!” Hetty Stanley’s hair had fallen out of its tight bun and swung in straggly, greasy strips. “Your filth will be your undoing!”

	The rust remover cap had cracked, spilling thick green goop, and Casey pulled the busted plastic the rest of the way free. The little bit of liquid that touched his hand burned and he jerked away. 

	“May you drown in the poison excrement most foul!”

	Casey whined, but again grabbed the jug and climbed quietly out of the tub. Jug handle in his right hand, he grabbed onto the unsuspecting Hetty Stanley by her loose mane of hair. That skull and crossbones was the only hope left.  Casey yanked his hand to his chest, bringing Hetty’s hair along with it, and slammed the jug in the general direction of the woman’s mouth. She howled and fell backward on top of the boy. Winona knew gasped for life.

	“You little terror.” Hetty Stanley’s voice wet and thick. “You will feel my strap and switch until you learn.”

	Winona rolled off the pile onto the floor and quickly pounced. She grabbed Hetty Stanley’s shoulders and pinned her. The rust stain remover leaked onto the floor next to the teacher’s face. There was promise there. Lime scale, rust residue, clumped bathroom filth, it was not so different from pond scum. 

	“Casey, in her mouth!” Winona shouted as she distributed her entire weight onto those shoulders.

	The boy bounced, ready for action and squeezed the bottle at the woman’s face. The skin bubbled instantly and nozzle found space between the bitch’s teeth. Winona’s knees pinned Hetty Stanley’s chest, her hands pinned arms, as the boy squeezed great dollops of ammonia-scented liquid into the jerky, shaking face. Hetty Stanley convulsed. Hetty Stanley writhed. A horrid image permanently etched in minds. The scent was like grease fires and sewage treatment pools mingling. Chemical smoke lifted, filling the space with the stinking aroma. The boy squeezed relentlessly. The jug farted twice. He relented and then squeezed again. Hetty Stanley ceased movement and before their eyes, the woman became like a paper effigy of the monster she’d been. Seconds later, she was a skeleton held together by dry leather and ancient cottons.

	Winona panted, knowing this wasn’t over. She’d seen enough movies to understand stopping there was a bad, bad idea.

	“Buddy, go away a minute.”

	“Mommy?”

	“Just do it. It’s okay now.” No reason to traumatize the boy any further. “Go, okay?”

	Once he’d left, Winona picked up the butcher’s knife and pressed it sideways to the boney throat as if working through frozen pork. Her weight landed and the head separated from the body. Hetty Stanley’s eyes blinked open, firing incredible blue light onto Winona, but that light faded nearly as quickly as it had come. Winona resumed carving until the head no longer connected to the neck.

	Done. She thought of Dane. “Please, please.” 

	 


Thirty-Two

	The evening light poured through the khaki-colored blinds. Casey slept in a bed next to his mother’s bed. They were not close enough to touch but were close enough to climb out and meet in the middle whenever he began crying. Whatever was inside them from the other place no longer agreed with their guts and she’d barely made it to the hospital before the gushing rush fired up and out of her throat. 

	It was a hard state in which to repair. If they were lucky, time might take care of the memories Casey built, probably not all of them, but possibly some of them. Hopefully Dane was a blip to wash away without much pain. Though, Winona didn’t think it would be a memory so easy for her to forget. After detaching the teacher’s head, she took Casey out to the car, started the engine, and ordered him to wait with the doors locked until she got back. 

	There had been bones in clothes. Several children had gone from students to corpses in the matter of a few seconds. There were also three very old women, two old men, a middle-aged man, and a woman in her mid-thirties, give or take. All were confused and pained, freezing. 

	“Come with me this way, into…” Winona trailed. Taking the grown children to the old schoolhouse was a bad idea. She switched direction and jogged through the snow, around the solid ice to Dane’s home. The door was unlocked. Here, her stomach first hitched at something unwelcome. The idea that Dane was not among the bodies or the confused survivors did not help. She’d promised to return for them, but once at the hospital, instead demanded help sent for the survivors.

	Shortly after that, her blood seemed to boil, and she began firing from both ends while listening to her moaning son do much of the same. Septic shock was the quick diagnosis. The antibiotic treatment might take days at the hospital, or they might leave that night with pills—a wait and see illness. 

	Winona, once settled some, explained that the people in Dane’s home would have the same illness. The nurse nodded and told Winona that she had been in the hospital for two hours already and the strange others were not long in arriving after her. Unfortunately, the illness was much worse for them. By suppertime, the three old women and two old men had died on the road to the much better equipped hospital in Minneapolis. Sepsis muddied their blood, and their systems didn’t have the tools to deal with it. The other two, the man and the woman, carried the blood infection, but in relative youth, waged the good fight. 

	~

	“The man gave his name as Bev Rooney,” Stu Snell said. He’d gone to visit Winona and Casey in the cramped hospital room. “Could it possibly be the Bev I knew as a kid?” 

	“If he went over, I guess he came back, they all did…or at least most,” Winona said. Her voice was sandpaper raspy and she was weak, but she wouldn’t cry again, not in front of Casey. He needed to see some strength to lean upon. 

	“Still hurt?” Stu said.

	Winona waved her hand—comme ci, comme ça. Though, physically, both she and Casey felt much better and if everything stayed that way overnight, they’d be home by mid-afternoon. Big uncertain if.

	“Mayor Tremblay called me. He’d heard everything over the scanner. I hadn’t been listening, too high on T-threes for my arm. There were twenty-seven bodies in one state of decay or another in your backyard. He’s already spinning lies to keep the department shut up about it. Most want nothing to do with the paperwork. Real task will be keeping podcasters out of the know.”

	“Did they get the bitch out of my bathroom?” Winona whispered.

	Casey was in-and-out of sleep in the bed one over and she never wanted him to hear the name of Hetty Stanley again, never wanted him to think about what had happened. 

	“Bitch as in…?” Snell’s eyebrows lifted and then he got it. “They never said anything about your house. I’ll have someone go over and clean it up. Ben will probably want to see her too, if that’s okay.”

	Winona waved, whatever. “Tell the mayor I want this covered, or I will talk.” She waved again, but this time over her head, suggesting the hospital and its fees.

	“I’ll try,” Snell said after exhaling a big breath that puffed out his cheeks. “I’m very sorry about Dane,” he added like an afterthought.

	Winona wiped tears from the corners of her eyes as she glanced over her son’s bed to the orange streetlight glow pouring in around the blinds.

	“Do you think he’s gone?”

	Winona kept her gaze away. “It was her power. I don’t see how anything over there can survive. Last I saw him, she’d pounded him with pond water. He can’t even swim. What kind of parents don’t teach a kid to swim?”

	“I’m sorry. But, I guess, you never know. Strange things happen.”

	Winona shook her head. “Maybe he was a set of bones.” She turned her attention back to Snell. “The lights, most of them had the lights. They glowed blue inside after they’d died. She took them alive or dead. I think some of them died over there, the blue was brightest in the kids wearing the oldest stuff.”

	“At least you’re safe and Casey’s safe.”

	~

	“Who’s manning the grill?” Winona forced a grin that she did not feel.

	Brianna and Frankie from the diner brought in burgers and fries, in case the hospital food didn’t cut it. Winona pecked, not hungry, while Casey munched. The color had returned to his cheeks, his hunger right behind that. It made sense. He hadn’t eaten for a couple days.

	“So where was he?” Brianna asked. 

	Like every small town, there were stories, but they’d already twisted from the fantastical back to something more plausible. An underground cave featuring more than two-dozen corpses. A real find for a four-year-old.

	 “I mean, was there really a cave under the old pool?” Briana asked.

	“Patty Murray sure had some stories,” Frankie said, her tone suggesting that she thought the old librarian was maybe going off one deep end or another. “She said you’d gone to some other universe and that she ran she was so scared, and crashed her car and punched the good Samaritan who’d helped. This was after she ran away from the schoolhouse. Didn’t sound much like you  went to a cave.”

	Briana’s eyebrows went up at this, like she was letting Winona know they were onto the truth here, maybe.

	“I’m not really sure where we went, doesn’t matter,” Winona said.

	“Where’s Dane then?” Brianna asked.

	Casey stopped eating for a moment, ketchup-y fry in hand. “Yeah, where is Dane?”

	“Eat your supper. I’m sure he’s around somewhere.” Winona fought a sob. “Thanks, Bree,” she whispered.

	Brianna blushed. 

	Frankie clicked her tongue. “Got some hot gossip, might cheer you up,” she said. “Jerome spilled his coffee down the front of his pants and Tony Moon snapped a shot for Facebook. Jerome lost it when he saw a meme of him.”

	“You know Tony: old guy, bushy white eyebrows, poached eggs, bacon, coffee, soy creamer,” Brianna said.

	Winona nodded.

	”Well Jerome gets it into his head to go to Tony’s house. Damned maniac,” Frankie said. 

	“He actually slapped Tony’s wife, Barbara.” Frankie had become excited. “He sure as shit ain’t welcome back at the diner.” Frankie looked at Casey who was looking at her and added, “Now, don’t you swear like me. Only old sailors and cooks swear like that.”

	~

	Stu Snell had some reach when it came to finding house cleaners mindful of sensitive subjects. The old schoolhouse was clean. The dishes had been done and the washroom sparkled. There was not a trace of what had happened, even the windows had been fixed. 

	The hospital discharged the Aberlins without a bill. 

	Back home, Casey plunked down in front of the TV. He started Mario Kart 8, but changed his mind. It was a game that he and Dane had enjoyed, and for some reason Dane didn’t come back with them from the other place. Casey thought Dane would be proud of him for pouring rust cleaner down the mean old woman’s throat and all over her face. More than anything though, he wanted Dane there to hear the telling. 

	Winona and Casey ate freezer pizza and watched Land Before Time movies on the couch. Intermittently napping, the movies melded together. At nine o’clock, Winona suggested bedtime.

	“I wanna sleep in your bed ’cause Chauncey’s gone.”

	Winona nodded. “I want you in my bed anyway. In the morning, maybe we’ll go to  the SPCA for a new dog.” 

	The VISA would carry the fees for a little while.

	~

	At 2:13 AM, Winona rolled out of bed. With the lights out, she’d been unable to sleep. Napping so much that afternoon and evening didn’t help either. She went to the kitchen.

	 Snell’s cleanup crew hadn’t touched the fridge. A toppled mess inside and she needed a new Arm & Hammer carton. As Casey was beyond sight, she broke a rule. The Trop 50 orange juice bottle rose to her lips and as she drank, she gazed vacantly at the chalkboard backdrop of her kitchen under the light offered by the open fridge.

	The jug fell from her hand and spilled cold liquid about her feet.

	A gasp left her lips. 

	Freshly traced:

	RIVRLEA

	RIVRLEA

	RIVRLEA

	~

	Tired after a long afternoon and evening attempting the fine art of swimming, Dane stepped into the schoolhouse for a break from his effort. He couldn’t shake the idea that he might never get back because he’d never learned the simple act of swimming.

	There were matches in the strewn contents of Hetty Stanley’s desk. Dane lit all the candles and roamed about the room. Disheartening and weighty to the psyche, the night changes left with the master of the building, and it had remained in its natural layout. 

	Candle in hand, Dane peered at the ashy-looking chalkboard. He found the lingering lines of Casey’s attempts to write his name. Picking up chalk from the ledge, Dane traced RIVRLEA three times and then left the schoolhouse.

	~

	When Dane had first awoken after his liquid beating, he wasn’t certain where he was. His body throbbed. And his ears rang.

	“You are still here,” said the young girl with pigtails, soaked from the pond. “You do not float well.”

	Dane rolled to his side feeling as if gremlins climbed down his throat and went to task on his under-layers with spiked baseball bats. He glanced around him, unable to move more than a little, seeing only one little girl and one ruined dog.

	Turned out, the girl’s was name Catherine O’Leary. She was the apple shining type and had been in Hetty’s one-room schoolhouse years before Hetty had murdered her or her classmates. 

	“Hetty might be upset if I help you,” Catherine said. 

	“I don’t see how,” Dane said and rolled onto his side.

	While Dane was unconscious, Catherine had taken a ribbon from her hair and tied Chauncey’s jaw closed. 

	“Guess he doesn’t need to eat, huh?” Dane said when he saw the dog and understood.

	Time was all mixed up in this place and nothing was more mixed up than the trio he found himself in. What a mess.

	 The sun went down. Dane waved a hand in front of his mouth to be certain he wasn’t dead and glowing blue.

	“It takes time for the blue for most, though I had it from the first day,” Catherine said, watching him. She was proud of this.

	Days passed by, or at least cycles of the moon and sun. Dane gained strength and looked to the pond. Swimming was the only option. 

	Catherine had been in the schoolhouse and started his way. “How come you did not leave?” she said.

	“I can’t swim,” Dane said. “All your buddies left, why are you still here?”

	“Ms. Stanley will be upset if I am truant, and the others will receive thrashings for their tomfoolery,” Catherine said, smug chin raise for effect.

	“What makes you think she’s coming back?” Dane asked, hoping to hell Winona somehow finished off the old bitch.

	“This is her schoolyard and that is her schoolhouse. She will return.”

	“Hopefully she’s dead for good.”

	Catherine frowned. “Then it will be us,” she said after a moment.

	“Can you swim?”

	“Of course I can swim.”

	Dane forced himself to his feet. “Can help me learn?”

	“Do you plan on sleeping in the pond? Some do like it, but I do not.”

	“No, I plan on leaving this place.”

	Catherine frowned. “Then it will be only me until they come back, and if they do not, it will be only me.”

	“You can go through and see the other side again.”

	“I will not do that. Ms. Stanley will be disappointed. I am her favorite and I have the highest grades.”

	“Okay, fine, help me swim?”

	“No. If Ms. Stanley does not come back with others, I do not want to be alone.”

	Dane looked at the pond. He still wore his sopping winter gear. He stripped down to his underwear and socks.

	~

	Dane was in the water trying to figure out the skill he’d never mastered. It was easy to curse his parents for not teaching him, but he’d had hundreds of opportunities to pick it up along the way. He was as much to blame. 

	Doggy paddling next to Chauncey, Dane quickly understood swimming with his head above the water but diving down and maneuvering amid a different atmosphere was something else altogether. 

	He took naps on the shore. 

	“You are very bad,” Catherine said.

	“You will never learn,” she said.

	“Why do you even try?” Catherine said.

	Dane ignored her. If she wasn’t going to help, he wasn’t going to let her hurt his pride. Eventually, on what was the sixth day of cycled sunrises and sun downs, he broken down.

	“Help me or shut the fuck up.”

	That night, too physically tired to swim anymore, Dane returned to the schoolhouse and lit the candles. Catherine had scrubbed the chalkboard—including the RIVRLEAs he’d traced—and had beaten the dust from the corn brushes. The room had order. All student desks back in rows and Ms. Stanley’s desk tidied and straightened. 

	Staring at the board, Dane thought about the boy and his song. He wrote: Everybody tells me it’s about time that I move on. 

	He stopped and thought. “How many times have you heard that damned song and that’s all you can remember?” 

	It’s in my roots, in my veins, he wrote and then paused, a sad grin played across his lips.  In my blood and brains. This made him laugh because it couldn’t be right.

	He wiped away the fudged lyrics. In the patch he’d cleared moments earlier, in steady, curly script, he read, It’s in my blood and I stain every heart I use to heal the pain. Is it really you?

	“Yes! Yes!” 

	He wrote: Who else?

	~

	Casey stood next to his mother. They’d been home from the hospital two days and on that second night, another message came across.

	“What’s it say?” Casey said.

	“It’s the lyrics to River Lea, well sort of,” Winona said. The lyrics disappeared and she quickly filled in the corrected line and added her question.

	“What did you put?” It was well past his bedtime, and he was moody, but he had to stay up in case more RIVRLEAs appeared.

	“I asked if it’s him.” Winona smiled, tears streaming down her face.

	“Is it?”

	“Yes, buddy! Yes!”

	Winona wrote: Are you coming back? Can I help? I can get one of the animals and eat?

	“What’d you put?” Casey said.

	“Shush a minute.”

	Together they watched the words appear on the chalkboard, slowly, achingly slowly.

	“What’d he put?” Casey said, pulling on Winona’s shirt.

	Dane wrote: No. Don’t do anything. If the door’s still open, I’ll get there. I have to learn to swim first. I love you both!

	“He’s coming home soon and he loves us,” Winona said, tears playing steadily down her cheeks—post drought rain against window panes.

	Winona wrote: We love you more!!!!

	~

	“You are terrible,” Catherine said as Dane crawled out of the water. 

	Staying above worked well enough. He recognized that he could risk the deep spaces so long as he never panicked and either kept moving or stopped completely. It would be a lot easier if he could float home.

	“I know; please, if you’ve got any tips.”

	Catherine gave him a look and then said, “Fine. You don’t really need to swim that well to get to the bottom. Why don’t you just practice holding your breath and opening your eyes at the same time?”

	“I thought of that, but what if I screw up and I need to surface for air?”

	“Oh, do not make mistakes.”

	“Just like that, huh?”

	Catherine grinned. “You are kicking too much and the bottom at center is more than twenty-feet. You need to be more like a frog.”

	“Ah, right.”

	Catherine nodded. “Sometimes, god makes the animals good at tasks to make us aware. My father says that brains get up to too much thinking about simple tasks.”

	Dane inhaled a good deal of water trying to take the tips: kick less, and stop thinking about what he was doing. Despite the general failure of the day and the efforts into the evening, he felt hopeful. He would get out if he managed not to drown first.

	At night, he returned to the chalkboard. Winona left him notes of encouragement and love letters: You can do this, and we’re here when you get here, and 500 kisses are just sitting here, come and get them.  At first he’d grin and write something promising back, but the possibility of failure weighed so heavily after reading the notes that he needed to lie upon Hetty’s desk, as she had. Chauncy would then try to lick his hands, doggy tongue slipping sideways through his tied jaw.

	“I’ll get it right, I have to,” Dane said to the dog and slipped to his feet. Sleeping in the grass was infinitely more comfortable than within the schoolhouse.

	On the eighth morning, Dane nearly drowned himself multiple times. He’d gotten no closer for two days and it seemed almost as if he’d begun backtracking. 

	Winona’s messages were encouraging and all too worrisome. On three separate instances, she broached the subject of eating the remains of someone that had come through, certain Snell would assist her in finding the said menu item. The thought of it made him gag and push harder. 

	“You might as well stop,” Catherine said. “My father says not every person is meant to know every thing.”

	“You’re not helping,” Dane said.

	“Simply hold your breath and fall.”

	Dane sighed. “And then what? How do I see down there, in the dark, while I hold my breath?”

	“If you wait, you will shine blue.”

	Dane shook his head, wasn’t about to broach his notion that blue light spelled death.

	On the ninth day, Dane dove down not far from where he could touch bottom, breath held, and forced himself to sink. Instantly, his foot found something sharp and his pent air evacuated his lungs in a single pained holler. He kicked. On shore, he tied a sock over the injury. Within an hour, the new cut bulged as the mud seemed all too willing to infect. The following morning, he awoke to Chauncey sniffing and licking his wound. The dog was frantic, panting and whining.

	~

	Ben Segura, Stu Snell, and Winona Aberlin sat in a corner at Frankie’s, drinking coffee. Only one topic remained to discuss, and they had a free hour to do so. Casey was with a councilor, learning to deal with trauma and loss. He’d had nightmares and saw things in the shadows. He asked about Dane about a hundred times a day. 

	“You have to get me one of the animals, or one of the students,” Winona said, spinning her empty mug on the table.

	“I’m sorry, there’s no way,” Stu said. 

	“Yes,” Winona said, eyes closed. “I can’t…I have to do this.”

	“No. There’s no animal parts left,” Stu said. 

	Winona slammed her fist. “Then bring me a student!”

	“Those bodies are gone to the Smithsonian for study, and I doubt Bev or the young woman are willing to give you a hunk from their flanks. It can’t be done. I’m sorry,” Stu said.

	“It would be heavy on your soul to eat human flesh,” Segura said. 

	“Dane not coming back will be heavier,” she said, wondering if it were true. 

	~

	In the car, Winona asked Casey about the session.

	“Fine. Can Dane come back yet?”

	“I hope soon, but maybe he can’t. Maybe we have to get used to him not being here. I know it—”

	“No! I want Dane! I want him!”

	“I know, buddy.”

	“No. You. Don’t!”

	That was how most conversations had ended lately. Casey was furious and bored. He refused to play his games until Dane came back and refused to sleep in his own bed until Dane brought Chauncey.

	Blaming the kid would be too much.

	“What do you feel like for supper?”

	“Nothing.”

	“You gotta eat, buddy.”

	“No.”

	“Yes.”

	“No.”

	~

	Chauncey licked through his tied jaw like a snake. Something delicious and memorable about the scent and the taste of Dane’s wound filled his mouth. On a whim, the same whim that sent the dog chasing the dead things through the ice, sent him into the pond.

	“What is it?” Dane watched the dog dive down and then return as if to encourage the man.

	Overwrought and without a better option, Dane decided to put his faith in that small canine brain. Clumsily, thrashing until falling, he swam out and grabbed onto the dog’s middle. 

	Chauncey’s eyes revealed the path to the gateway. Murky and dirty, panic rose in Dane’s breast. His hands let go before he reached bottom and the annoyed dog charged to the surface, waiting for Dane to rise so that they could try again. 

	Dane kicked and jerked, not certain which way was up. His heartbeat pounded in his head. Accidentally, he let out all his bubbles—Catherine had explained letting out only a few at a time and in that, he’d failed. His automatic response to a lack of breathable air wanted so badly to kick open his mouth. He swung his arms. The options were get to the passage or die. Nothing to touch and nothing to see. His head seemed lighter up top, in his brain only. The rest of his head was heavy. Especially around his nose and mouth.

	This is it, he thought and then felt the hands on his shoulders. Moving up or down, he was uncertain. Then the temperature was colder than normal.

	Suddenly, the water was gone, and he tumbled.

	Blackness, but for the pinpoint overhead. Stuck in a small crevice, he climbed away from the water. 

	He was back and freezing. In his underwear, Dane reached up and touched the surface above. The worlds no longer opened with ease, and he was under an ice shelf. It hadn’t cracked as it had before.

	“Hey! Hey!” He banged until his fist was numb. 

	Any warmth brought over from the other side had evaporated. With one hand, he pounded and with the other, he rubbed his bare skin.

	~

	Casey stood in the kitchen. Spaghetti was enough to axe Casey’s hunger strike. Winona stood over the pot of sauce, while Casey held his plate behind her.

	“Hey! What’d he put?”

	Winona looked up at the chalkboard. Cursive, wonderfully stern cursive: I sent him out. Will Ms. Stanley come back now?

	Winona dropped the spoon and ran for the door. She stopped only long enough to slip on her boots. 

	“What’d he put?” Casey said, almost yelling it, his body thrumming as he watched his mother.

	“Stay put,” Winona said.

	At the former pond, the ground was even, un-cracked. Winona called out, “Dane? Dane?” as she hugged her sides against the biting cold. A second time her voice bounced over the empty space, and she fell to the ice.

	She pounded on the surface. 

	“Why would you say that! Why Dane?”

	“Mom?”

	Winona had moved snow with her pounding fist. She pushed enough to see the ice beneath. 

	“Yeah, buddy?”

	Winona’s tears froze to her cheeks. She looked up at her son. He had not put on his jacket.

	“You’re going to—” Winona started, but cut herself short when she heard the thumping from below. “Holy crap,” Winona mumbled. She brushed at the ice, but saw nothing.

	“What? Casey said.

	She waited for more thumps, but none came.

	She popped to her feet and looked around. “Come on!” she said and charged to the schoolhouse. “Put on your coat! You’ll freeze.”

	She grabbed her own jacket and took the square-mouth shovel from next to the door. Casey was not so slow to follow this time.

	She slammed the shovel into the ice before choking back her grip and using it like a pickaxe.

	“Is it Dane!” Casey said, jumping in spot. “Is it Dane!”

	The ice cracked. She saw then, through the small hole, the pale and almost naked figure.

	“Dane!” Winona slammed the shovel down again and again and again. The ice broke off in chunks. “Dane!” 

	Casey kept jumping and screaming. “Is it him? Dane?”

	“Casey, go call nine-one-one! You know how!”

	Casey stopped jumping and spun. He ran away from his mother who was climbing down into a small cavern. 

	~

	“Yeah, my dad’s…I mean Dane, he’s under the ice. You gotta come. You gotta. He’s been down for days. Mom’s shoveling.” 

	“Slow down,” the operator said. “Where is he?”

	“At the backyard!” 

	“No. Where? You’re in Mooreland, or near?”

	“Oh, um, not in town, but in the school. The olden one.” 

	“Is that in Mooreland?”

	“No, in the backyard, in the ice!” Casey screamed into the phone. 

	A great crack sounded. The phone fell from Casey’s hand, and he stood stupidly, helplessly, until he ran to join his mother.

	~

	Dane, stuck at the bottom, looked so grey he was almost blue. Winona was down into the hole. His skin was clammy and so, so cold. She opened her jacket and then her shirt. She pressed her nearly bare chest against Dane’s bare chest. His eyes remained closed and his body motionless. The slow beat of his heart came like an echo alongside the frantic pace of her own heart.

	“Mom, is he okay?” Case shouted.

	“Did you call?” she said, rubbing frantically at Dane’s back, her teeth chattering from cold.

	“Yeah.”

	“Are they coming? You told them?” Winona was spilling fresh tears that cut freezing paths down her hot cheeks.

	“Yeah. Is Dane okay?”

	“Sure, buddy.”

	Miraculously, the ambulance was closing in, it’s siren playing over the quiet countryside like the voice of a benevolent god.

	“Go stand by the road and bring the paramedics back here?”

	Casey took off. 

	 

	 


Thirty-Three

	Flowers in hand. Winona bore a tug at her heart. Casey sobbed. Life had its milestones, good and bad, and here was the first time he’d really come to understand what actually went on beneath a grave marker. 

	Stu Snell and his old friend Bev Lutkin stood side-by-side. It took a lot to bring Bev up to date on things. He was not impressed that neither the North Stars nor the Wild had ever hoisted the Stanley Cup.

	The foursome stared at the stone. Losing a friend was always sad. Grief was a monster in so many forms.

	“Sorry! Sorry! I got carried away,” Dane said rushing out the back door of his house. 

	He no longer lived there but kept his office and let Bev live rent-free. 

	“It’s okay, we haven’t started anything,” Snell said.

	The night before, the carcass of a dog appeared in the thawed, grimy pool water. It had a ribbon tied around its muzzle. Dane found him out on a walk. Casey had refused a new dog in case Chauncey came back. 

	It was a surprise that the dog found his way out at all.

	“What do you say at a dog funeral?” Winona asked.

	After finding the carcass, Winona showed Dane the first message they’d gotten since he returned: Dog has returned, can Ms. Stanley come back yet?

	“That poor girl is all alone now.”

	They hadn’t had the heart to tell her the truth.

	“Catherine was a real snooter if you ask me,” Bev said.

	Although a grown man, he often acted like a child, but he was learning. Bev’s parents were dead, and he had siblings. They’d met him, but did not accept him, demanded a blood test and a proper explanation.

	“She’s quite a girl,” Dane said. “She saved my butt.”

	“Only because she wanted that angry old bitch back,” Bev said. “Oh, uh, sorry.”

	“It’s okay. I know that’s a word for grown-ups only.” Casey ran the sleeve of his windbreaker under his nose. 

	“Ah buddy, it’s okay.”

	“I had a dog once, but I guess he’s gone now.” Bev teared up. He had a lot of loss to conquer in a short time. “Gone like my folks…and my brothers and sister.”

	“They’ll come around,” Snell said.

	“Not until I lie about the school. They’re being real jerks.”

	Dane shook his head. It made sense that people didn’t believe the truth. The story would only be of use to him. He’d tweaked it and harshened a few vibes, but mostly he’d penned an account, written truthfully and passed it off as fiction.

	Only two days earlier, Sylvia Zoom-called him. Dane was uneasy seeing his face while he talked, but he liked seeing Sylvia’s smile. Obviously, the editors had dug the tale enough to make an offer. 

	“Bev, sometimes it’s better to start fresh and kick all that old stuff away,” Dane said. 

	Bev nodded. Dane wasn’t sure if he agreed. Really, it didn’t matter. Life went on and the planet spun, ready or not.

	 


Epilogue

	Apart From Time

	Catherine had been alone for too long. She filled each of the student slates, recalling everything Ms. Stanley once quizzed. The blackboard was as sacred as Ms. Stanley’s words and the students only touched it when she gave permission.

	But she was gone, and Catherine was alone and lonely. For long hours—did hours still exist?—she thought of the before time, when she’d had parents and everyone left the school grounds at nighttime. She thought of how they’d learned they were getting a new teacher, the same morning Ms. Stanley appeared at the pond with a chocolate cake loaded with bitter berries. They’d all eaten so much, and had paid dearly for their gluttony. But that was so long ago, it hardly hurt anymore.

	Living this moment, in this now was what she had to worry about.

	Several times she’d visited the doorway at the bottom of the pond, but never did she dare pass through for fear that her teacher might return. At night, she rang the big bell Ms. Stanley used to ring before class, to warn any strays that if they didn’t hurry up, there was going to be a problem. The sound was wonderfully familiar.

	“I should have made him die,” she said to the reflected face peering back at her on the pond’s surface. “And the dog. Why did I not fix him in place?”

	Days and nights, time beyond counting.

	“They are never returning, and Ms. Stanley is never returning. Never!”

	A fist splashed into her reflected face. Catherine pondered how a god lost her kingdom, and if Catherine was the only one left, did that make the kingdom hers? Did that make her god? Did that make her the teacher? 

	Were there students out there awaiting her claim?

	“You won’t be alone then,” she said, musing over how long she’d have to wait before becoming god, and just how well she could teach if she gathered a student body.
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