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    Introduction


    ELLEN DATLOW

  


  
    Death and dying haunts us. We are obsessed with the question of what happens after death, whether we can leave a part of ourselves in this world, the only one we know well. This obsession is manifested in the popularity of ghosts and hauntings in fiction over the centuries from Homer, William Shakespeare, Oscar Wilde, Henry James, William Faulkner, and Edith Wharton, through Shirley Jackson and Robert Aickman, and up to contemporary writers such as Peter Straub, Joyce Carol Oates, David Morrell, Kelly Link, and the twenty other contributors to this volume. Despite the barrenness of death, the genre of the ghost story is fertile with possibility, blooming with life.


    Ghosts are not like the other revenants that haunt our imaginations. Unlike zombies, vampires, and werewolves, the ghost can almost never be fought physically. They seek the society of the living, but not to consume us, like vampires and zombies, or to walk among us unsuspected, like werewolves, but to communicate with us, to bring the past into the present. Ghosts are persistent memories, refusing to let us forget the people and things that we had thought gone, the people and things whose loss had grieved us, and especially the people and things whose loss had brought us relief.


    Ghosts haunt, and so do we—how many of us have “old haunts” we can remember with nostalgia and perhaps also a bit of distress? And of course that is because ghosts are us. Becoming a vampire, a zombie, a werewolf, these are all fates that are inflicted from something outside us, outside our own lives. But ghosts stay with us because of something in their own lives—a need for familiar comforts, a desire for revenge, a powerful love. The emotions that drive us also create ghosts.


    While the desire for revenge is one of the most persistent motives for a haunting, it is perhaps love that is the most poignant, for the very notion of ghosts is one way of expressing the fantasy that those we love are not really dead, that we can still communicate with and care for them just as we did when they were alive, and that they can still care for us, as well. Ghosts in this anthology are parents hoping to protect their children, are witnesses or perpetrators of terrible events hoping to make up for their misdeeds.


    As I put together this anthology, I noticed again and again how so many of the stories involve children. These come in several varieties: a memory of a childhood experience of trauma, a story of a dangerous or cruel child, or a story in which a terrible fate befalls a child. Why might this be? There are several possibilities. First of all, children are deeply vulnerable, and so often experience an intensity of emotion—particularly fear—that greater experience of life dulls. I have never experienced any terror as an adult that can compare to how I felt about entering the pitch-black room I shared with my already-sleeping sister. Dark is harmless...but dark was terrifying. Second, we in the first world live in a fortunate age our ancestors could scarcely dream of, one in which a parent can usually be sure that all of his or her children will live to grow up. Childhood mortality has metamorphosed from an ever-present fear to an almost unimaginable obscenity, and what is horror but the bringing to life the unimaginable? Finally we come to the dangerous child, the evil child, in this volume, the ghost child who has the power to reach across the division between living and dead and threaten those she or he has left behind. Perhaps this child is the manifestation of the creeping adult knowledge that given how helpless children so often are in this world, and how much cruelty is so often inflicted on them, the powerful child really is someone we should fear.


    Hauntings reprints some of the most disturbing and chilling tales of ghosts and other hauntings published between 1983 and 2012. This is by no means a definitive survey of recent ghostly tales, but a sampling of different types of hauntings, and as I do with every theme I address, I’ve chosen stories that will broaden our understanding of what a haunting can be.
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    Eenie, Meenie, Ipsateenie


    PAT CADIGAN

  


  
    Pat Cadigan has twice won the Arthur C. Clarke Award, for her novels Synners and Fools, and been nominated many times for just about every other award. Although primarily known as a science fiction writer (and as one of the original cyberpunks), she also writes fantasy and horror, which can be found in her collections Patterns, Dirty Work, and Home by the Sea. The author of fifteen books, including two nonfiction and one young adult novel, she currently has two new novels in progress.


    She lives in North London with her husband, the Original Chris Fowler, and her son Rob.

  


  
    In the long, late summer afternoons in the alley behind the tenement where Milo Sinclair had lived, the pavement smelled baked and children’s voices carried all over the neighborhood. The sky, cracked by TV aerials, was blue, the way it never is after you’re nine years old and in the parking lot of La Conco D’Oro Restaurant the garlic-rich aroma of Sicilian cooking was always heavy in the air.


    It had never been that way for the boy walking down the alley beside Milo. La Conco D’Oro didn’t exist anymore; the cool, coral-tinted interior Milo had glimpsed when he’d been a kid now held a country-western bar, ludicrous in a small industrial New England town. He smiled down at the boy a little sadly. The boy grinned back. He was much smaller than Milo remembered being at the same age. He also remembered the world being bigger. The fence around Mr. Parillo’s garden had been several inches higher than his head. He paused at the spot where the garden had been, picturing it in front of the brown and tan Parillo house where the irascible old gardener had been landlord to eleven other families. The Parillo house was worse than just gone—the city was erecting a smacking new apartment house on the spot. The new building was huge, its half-finished shell spreading over to the old parking lot where the bigger boys had sometimes played football. He looked at the new building with distaste. It had a nice clean brick facade and would probably hold a hundred families in plasterboard box rooms. Several yards back up the alley, his old tenement stood, empty now, awaiting the wrecking ball. No doubt another erstwhile hundred-family dwelling would rise there, too.


    Beside Milo, the boy was fidgeting in an innocent, patient way. Some things never changed. Kids never held still, never had, never would. They’d always fumble in their pants pockets and shift their weight from one foot to the other, just the way the boy was doing. Milo gazed thoughtfully at the top of the white-blond head. His own sandy hair had darkened a good deal, though new grey was starting to lighten it again.


    Carelessly, the boy kicked at a pebble. His sneaker laces flailed the air. “Hey,” said Milo. “Your shoelaces came untied.”


    The boy was unconcerned. “Yeah, they always do.”


    “You could trip on ’em, knock your front teeth out. That wouldn’t thrill your mom too much. Here.” Milo crouched on one knee in front of the boy. “I’ll tie ’em for you so they’ll stay tied.”


    The boy put one sneaker forward obligingly, almost touching Milo’s shoe. It was a white sneaker with a thick rubber toe. And Milo remembered again how it had been that last long late summer afternoon before he and his mother had moved away.


    There in the alley behind Water Street, in Water St. Lane, when the sun hung low and the shadows stretched long, they had all put their feet in, making a dirty canvas rosette, Milo and Sammy and Stevie, Angie, Kathy, Flora and Bonnie, for Rhonda to count out. Rhonda always did the counting because she was the oldest. She tapped each foot with a strong index finger, chanting the formula that would determine who would be IT for a game of hide-’n-seek.


    Eenie, meenie, ipsateenie


    Goo, gah, gahgoleenie


    Ahchee, pahchee, Liberace


    Out goes Y-O-U!


    Stevie pulled his foot back. He was thin like Milo but taller and freckled all over. Protestant. His mother was living with someone who wasn’t his father. The Sicilian tongues wagged and wagged. Stevie didn’t care. At least he didn’t have an oddball name like Milo and he never had to get up for church on Sunday. His black high-top sneakers were P.F. Flyers for running faster and jumping higher.


    Eenie, meenie, ipsateenie...


    Nobody said anything while Rhonda chanted. When she counted you, you stayed counted and you kept quiet. Had Rhonda been the first to say Let’s play hide-’n-seek? Milo didn’t know. Suddenly all of them had been clamoring to play, all except him. He hated hide-’n-seek, especially just before dark, which was when they all wanted to play most. It was the only time for hide-’n-seek, Rhonda always said. It was more fun if it was getting dark. He hated it, but if you didn’t play you might as well go home, and it was too early for that. Besides, the moving van was coming tomorrow. Aunt Syl would be driving him and his mother to the airport. He might not play anything again for months. But why did they have to play hide-’n-seek?


    Out goes Y-O-U!


    Kathy slid her foot out of the circle. She was never IT. She was Rhonda’s sister, almost too young to play. She always cried if she lost a game. Everyone let her tag the goal so she wouldn’t cry and go home to complain Rhonda’s friends were picking on her, bringing the wrath of her mother down on them. Her mother would bust up the game. Milo wished she’d do that now, appear on the street drunk in her housedress and slippers, the way she did sometimes, and scream Rhonda and Kathy home. Then they’d have to play something else. He didn’t like any of them when they were playing hide-’n-seek. Something happened to them when they were hiding, something not very nice. Just by hiding, they became different, in a way Milo could never understand or duplicate. All of them hid better than he could, so he always ended up being found last, which meant that he had to be IT. He had to go look for them, then; he was the hunter. But not really. Searching for them in all the dark places, the deep places where they crouched breathing like animals, waiting to jump out at him, he knew they were all the hunters and he was the prey. It was just another way for them to hunt him. And when he found them, when they exploded from their hiding places lunging at him, all pretense of his being the hunter dropped away and he ran, ran like hell and hoped it was fast enough, back to the goal to tag it ahead of them. Otherwise he’d have to be IT all over again and the things he found squatting under stairs and behind fences became a little worse than before, a little more powerful.


    Out goes Y-O-U!


    Sammy’s sneaker scraped the pavement as he dragged it out of the circle. Sammy was plump around the edges, the baby fat he had carried all his life melting away. He wore Keds, at war with Stevie’s P.F. Flyers to see who could really run faster and jump higher. Sammy could break your arm. Milo didn’t want to have to look for him. He’d never be able to outrun Sammy. He stared at Rhonda’s fuzzy brown head bent over their feet with the intentness of a jeweler counting diamonds. He tried to will her to count him out next. If he could just make it through one game without having to be IT, then it might be too late to play another. They would all have to go home when the streetlights came on. Tomorrow he would leave and never have to find any of them again.


    Out goes Y-O-U!


    Bonnie. Then Flora. They came and went together in white sneakers and blue Bermuda shorts, Bonnie the follower and Flora the leader. You could tell that right away by Flora’s blue cat’s-eye glasses. Bonnie was chubby, ate a lot of pasta, smelled like sauce. Flora was wiry from fighting with her five brothers. She was the one who was always saying you could hear Milo coming a mile away because of his housekeys. They were pinned inside his pocket on a Good Luck key chain from Pleasure Island, and they jingled when he ran. He put his hand down deep in his pocket and clutched the keys in his sweaty fist.


    Out goes Y-O-Me!


    Rhonda was safe. Now it was just Milo and Angie, like a duel between them with Rhonda’s finger pulling the trigger. Angie’s dark eyes stared out of her pointy little face. She was a thin girl, all sharp angles and sharp teeth. Her dark brown hair was caught up in a confident ponytail. If he were IT, she would be waiting for him more than any of the others, small but never frightened. Milo gripped his keys tighter. None of them were ever frightened. It wasn’t fair.


    Out goes Y-O-U!


    Milo backed away, his breath exploding out of him in relief. Angie pushed her face against the wall of the tenement, closing her eyes and throwing her arms around her head to show she wasn’t peeking. She began counting toward one hundred by fives, loud, so everyone could hear. You couldn’t stop it now. Milo turned and fled, pounding down the alley until he caught up with Stevie and Sammy.


    “Don’t follow us!” “Your keys are jingling!” “Milo, you always get caught, bug off!” Stevie and Sammy ran faster, but he kept up with them all the way across the parking lot down to Middle Street, where they ducked into a narrow space between two buildings. Milo slipped past them so Stevie was closest to the outside. They stood with their backs to the wall like little urban guerrillas, listening to the tanky echoes of their panting.


    “She coming?” Milo whispered after a minute.


    “How the hell should we know, think we got X-ray vision?”


    “Why’d you have to come with us, go hide by yourself, sissy-piss!”


    Milo didn’t move. If he stayed with them, maybe they wouldn’t change into the nasty things. Maybe they’d just want to hurry back and tag the goal fast so they could get rid of him.


    Far away Angie shouted, “Ready or not, here I come, last one found is IT!” Milo pressed himself hard against the wall, wishing he could melt into it like Casper the Friendly Ghost. They’d never find him if he could walk through walls. But he’d always be able to see them, no matter where they hid. They wouldn’t make fun of him then. He wouldn’t need his housekeys anymore, either, so they’d never know when he was coming up behind them. They’d be scared instead of him.


    “My goal one-two-three!” Kathy’s voice was loud and mocking. She’d just stuck near the goal again so she could tag it the minute Angie turned her back. Angie wouldn’t care. She was looking for everyone else and saving Milo for last.


    “She coming?” Milo asked again.


    Sammy’s eyes flickered under half-closed lids. Suddenly his hand clamped onto Milo’s arm, yanking him around to Stevie, who shoved him out onto the sidewalk. Milo stumbled, doing a horrified little dance as he tried to scramble back into hiding. Sammy and Stevie blocked his way.


    “Guess she isn’t. Coming.” Sammy smiled. Milo retreated, bumping into a car parked at the curb as they came out and walked past him. He followed, keeping a careful distance. They went up the street past the back of Mr. Parillo’s to the yard behind the rented cottage with the grapevine. Sammy and Stevie stopped at the driveway. Milo waited behind them.


    The sunlight was redder, hot over the cool wind springing up from the east. The day was dying. Sammy nodded. He and Stevie headed silently up the driveway to a set of cool stone steps by the side door of the cottage. The steps led to a skinny passage between the cottage and Bonnie’s father’s garage that opened at the alley directly across from the goal. They squatted at the foot of the steps, listening. Up ahead, two pairs of sneakers pattered on asphalt.


    “My goal one-two-three!” “My goal one-two-three!” Flora and Bonnie together. Where was Angie? Sammy crawled halfway up the steps and peeked over the top.


    “See her?” Milo asked.


    Sammy reached down and hauled him up by his shirt collar, holding him so the top step jammed into his stomach.


    “You see her, Milo? Huh? She there?” Sammy snickered as Milo struggled out of his grasp and slid down the steps, landing on Stevie, who pushed him away.


    “Rhonda’s goal one-two-three!” Angie’s voice made Sammy duck down quickly.


    “Shit!” Rhonda yelled.


    “Don’t swear! I’m tellin’!”


    “Oh, shut up, you say it, too, who’re you gonna tell anyway?”


    “Your mother!”


    “She says it, too, tattletale!”


    “Swearer!”


    Milo crept closer to Stevie again. If he could just avoid Angie till the streetlights came on, everything would be all right. “She still there?” he asked.


    Stevie crawled up the steps and had a look. After a few seconds he beckoned to Sammy. “Let’s go.”


    Sammy gave Stevie a few moments headstart and then followed.


    Milo stood up. “Sammy?”


    Sammy paused to turn, plant one of his Keds on Milo’s chest, and shove. Milo jumped backward, lost his balance, and sat down hard in the dirt. Sammy grinned at him as though this were part of a prank they were playing on everyone else. When he was sure Milo wouldn’t try to get up, he turned and went down the passage. Milo heard him and Stevie tag their goals together. He closed his eyes.


    The air was becoming deeper, cooler, clearer. Sounds carried better now. Someone wished on the first star.


    “That’s an airplane, stupid!”


    “Is not, it’s the first star!”


    And then Angie’s voice, not sounding the least bit out of breath, as though she’d been waiting quietly for Milo to appear after Sammy. “Where’s Milo?”


    He sprang up and ran. Sammy would tell where they’d been hiding and she’d come right for him. He sprinted across Middle Street, cut between the nurse’s house and the two-family place where the crazy man beat his wife every Thursday to Middle St. Lane. Then down to Fourth Street and up to the corner where it met Middle a block away from the Fifth Street bridge.


    They were calling him. He could hear them shouting his name, trying to fool him into thinking the game was over, and he kept out of sight behind the house on the corner. Two boys went by on bikes, coasting leisurely. Milo waited until they were well up the street before dashing across to the unpaved parking area in front of the apartment house where the fattest woman in town sat on her porch and drank a quart of Coke straight from the bottle every afternoon. There was a garbage shed next to the house. The Board of Health had found rats there once, come up from the polluted river running under the bridge. Milo crouched behind the shed and looked cautiously up the alley.


    They were running back and forth, looking, listening for the jingle of his keys. “He was back there with us!” “Spread out, we’ll find him!” “Maybe he sneaked home.” “Nah, he couldn’t.” “Everybody look for him!” They all scattered except for Kathy, bored and playing a lazy game of hopscotch under a streetlight that hadn’t come on yet.


    Impulsively Milo snatched open the door of the shed and squeezed in between two overflowing trash barrels. The door flapped shut by itself, closing him in with a ripe garbagey smell and the keening of flies. He stood very still, eyes clenched tightly, and his arms crossed over his chest. They’d never think he was in here. Not after the rats.


    Thick footsteps approached and stopped. Milo felt the presence almost directly in front of the shed. Lighter steps came from another direction and there was the scrape of sand against rubber as someone turned around and around, searching.


    “He’s gotta be somewhere.” Sammy. “I didn’t think the little bastard could run that fast.” Milo could sense the movement of Sammy’s head disturb the air. The flies sang louder. “We’ll get him. He’s gonna be IT.”


    “Call ’olly, olly, out-free.’” Stevie.


    “Nah. Then he won’t have to be IT.”


    “Call it and then say we had our fingers crossed so it doesn’t count.”


    “Let’s look some more. If we still can’t find him, then we’ll call it.”


    “He’s a sissy-piss.”


    They went away. When the footsteps faded, Milo came out cautiously, choking from the smell in the shed. He stood listening to the sound of the neighborhood growing quieter. Darkness flowed up from the east more quickly now, reaching for the zenith, eager to spill itself down into the west and blot out the last bit of sunlight. Above the houses a star sparkled and winked, brightening. Milo gazed up at it, wishing as hard as he could.


    Star light, star bright


    First star I see tonight


    I wish I may, I wish I might


    Have this wish...


    Eenie, meenie, ipsateenie...


    Don’t let me be IT


    He stood straining up at the star. Just this once. If he wouldn’t have to be IT. If he could be safe. Just this once—


    “Angie! Angie! Down here, quick!”


    He whirled and found Flora pointing at him, jumping up and down as she shouted. No! he wanted to scream. But Flora kept yelling for Angie to hurry, hurry, she could still get him before the streetlights came on. He fled to Middle Street, across Fourth to the next block, going toward the playground. There was nowhere to hide there among the swings and seesaws, but there was an empty house next to it. Without much hope, Milo ran up the back steps and pushed at the door.


    He found himself sprawling belly-down on the cracking kitchen linoleum. Blinking, he got to his feet. There was no furniture, no curtains in the windows. He tried to remember who had lived there last, the woman with the funny-looking dogs or the two queer guys? He went to one of the windows and then ducked back. Angie was coming down the sidewalk alone, smiling to herself. She passed the house, her ponytail bobbing along behind her. Milo tiptoed into the living room, keeping close to the wall. Shadows spread from the corners, unpenetrated by the last of the daylight coming through the windows and the three tiny panes over the front door. He ran to the door and pulled at it desperately, yanking himself back and forth like a yo-yo going sideways.


    “Milo?”


    He clung to the door, holding his breath. He had left the back door open and she was in the kitchen. The floor groaned as she took one step and then another. “I know you’re hiding in here, Milo.” She laughed.


    Behind him were stairs leading to the second floor. He moved to them silently and began to crawl upward, feeling years of grit in the carpet runner scraping his hands and knees.


    “You’re gonna be IT now, Milo.” He heard her walk as far as the entrance to the living room and then stop.


    Milo kept crawling. If the streetlights went on now, it wouldn’t make any difference. You couldn’t see them in here. But maybe she’d give up and go away, if he could stay in the dark where she couldn’t see him. She had to see him, actually lay eyes on him, before she could run back and tag his goal.


    “Come on, Milo. Come on out. I know you’re here. We’re not supposed to be in here. If you come out now, I’ll race you to the goal. You might even win.”


    He knew he wouldn’t. She’d have Sammy waiting for him, ready to tackle him and hold him down so Angie could get to the goal first. Sammy would tackle him and Stevie would sit on him while everyone else stood and laughed and laughed and laughed. Because then he’d have to be IT forever. No matter where he went, they’d always be hiding, waiting to jump out at him, forcing him to find them again and again and again and he’d never get away from them. Every time he turned a corner, one of them would be there yelling. You’re IT, you’re IT!


    “What are you afraid of, Milo? Are you afraid of a girl? Milo’s a fraidycat! ’Fraid of a girl, ’fraid of a girl!” She giggled. He realized she was in the middle of the living room now. All she had to do was look up to see him between the bars of the staircase railing. He put his hand on the top step and pulled himself up very slowly, praying the stairs wouldn’t creak. His pants rubbed the dirty runner with a sandpapery sound.


    “Wait till I tell everyone you’re scared of a girl. And you’ll still be IT, and everyone will know.” Milo drew back into the deep shadows on the second-floor landing. He heard her move to the bottom of the stairs and put her foot on the first step. “No matter where you go, everyone will know,” she singsonged. “No matter where you go, everyone will know. Milo’s IT, Milo’s IT.”


    He wrapped his arms around his knees, pulling himself into a tight ball. In his pocket the housekeys dug into the fold between his hip and thigh.


    “You’ll have to take your turn sometime, Milo. Even if you move away everyone will know you’re IT. They’ll all hide from you. No one will play with you. You’ll always be IT. Always and always.”


    He dug in his heels and pushed himself around to the doorway of one of the bedrooms. Maybe she wouldn’t be able to see him in the darkness and she’d go away. Then he could go home.


    “I heard you. I heard you move. Now I know where you are. I’m gonna find you, Milo.” She came up the last steps, groping in the murky shadows. He could just make out the shape of her head and her ponytail.


    “Got you!” She sprang at him like a trap. “You’re IT!”


    “No!”


    Milo kicked out. The darkness spun around him. For several seconds he felt her grabbing his arms and legs, trying to pull him out of hiding before her clutching hands fell away and her laughter was replaced by a series of thudding, crashing noises.


    On hands and knees, panting like a dog, he crept to the edge of the top step and looked down. Angie’s small form was just visible where it lay at the foot of the stairs. Her legs were still on the steps. The rest of her was spread on the floor with her head tilted at a questioning angle. Milo waited for her to get up crying, You pushed me, I’m telling! but she never moved. Slowly he went halfway down the stairs, clinging to the rickety bannister.


    “Angie?”


    She didn’t answer. He descended the rest of the way, careful to avoid her legs in case she suddenly came to life and tried to kick him.


    “Angie?”


    He knelt beside her. Her eyes were open, staring through him at nothing. He waited for her to blink or twitch, but she remained perfectly still. Milo didn’t touch her. She’d have done it to me, he thought. She would have, too. She’d have pushed him down the stairs to get to the goal first. After all, Sammy had kicked him off the other stairs so he couldn’t touch goal with him and Stevie. Now they were even. Sort of. Sammy had been on her side, after all. Milo stood up. She wouldn’t chase him anymore and she’d never touch his goal on him.


    He found his way to the back door, remembering to close it as he left. For a few moments he stood in the yard, trying to find the star he had wished on. Others were beginning to come out now. But the streetlights—something must be wrong with them, he thought. The city had forgotten about them. Or maybe there was a power failure. He should have wished for them to come on. That would have sent everyone home.


    While he stood there, the streetlights did come on, like eyes opening everywhere all over the neighborhood. Milo’s shoulders slumped with relief. Now he really had won. Everyone had to go home now. The game was over. It was over and he wouldn’t have to be IT.


    He ran through the playground, across Water St. Lane and up Water, getting home just as the final pink glow in the west died.


    “There.” Milo finished tying a double bow in the boy’s shoelaces. “Now they won’t come undone.”


    The boy frowned at his feet critically. “How’m I gonna get ’em off?”


    “Like this.” Milo demonstrated for him. “See?” He retied the bow. “It’s easy when you get the hang of it.”


    “Maybe I’ll just leave ’em on when I go to bed.”


    “And when you take a bath, too?” Milo laughed. “Sneakers in the tub’ll go over real well with your mom.”


    “I won’t take baths. Just wipe off with a washcloth.”


    Milo restrained himself from looking behind the kid’s ears. Instead, he stood up and began walking again. The boy stayed beside him, trying to whistle between his teeth and only making a rhythmic hissing noise. Milo could have sympathized. He’d never learned to whistle very well himself. Even today his whistle had more air than tune in it. Sammy had been a pretty good whistler. He’d even been able to whistle between his fingers like the bigger boys. Stevie hadn’t been able to, but Sammy hadn’t made fun of him the way he’d made fun of Milo.


    Milo half-expected to see Sammy and Stevie as he and the boy approached the spot where the garbage shed had been. Now there was a modern dumpster there, but Milo imagined that the rats could get into that easily enough if any cared to leave the river. Aunt Syl had written his mother that environmentalists had forced the city to clean up the pollution, making it more livable for the rats under the bridge.


    But the dumpster was big enough for someone Sammy’s size to hide behind. Or in. Milo shook his head. Sammy’s size? Sammy was all grown up now, just like he was. All of them were all grown up now. Except Angie. Angie was still the same age she’d been on that last day, he knew that for a fact. Because she’d never stopped chasing him.


    It took her a long, long time to find him because he had broken the rule about leaving the neighborhood. You weren’t supposed to leave the neighborhood to hide. You weren’t supposed to go home, either, and he had done that, too.


    But then he’d thought the game was really over. He’d thought it had ended at the bottom of the stairs in the vacant house with the daylight’s going and the streetlights’ coming on. Rhonda had been the last one found, the only one found, so she should have been IT, not Milo. The next game should have gone on without him. Without him and Angie, of course. He thought it had. All through the long, dull ride to the airport and the longer, duller flight from New England to the Midwest, through the settling in at the first of the new apartments and the settling down to passable if lackluster years in the new school, he thought the game had continued without him and Angie.


    But the night came when he found himself back in that darkening empty house, halfway up the stairs to the second floor. He froze in the act of reaching for the next step, feeling the dirt and fear and approach of IT.


    When the floor creaked, he screamed and woke himself up before he could hear the sound of her childish, taunting voice. He was flat on his back in bed, gripping the covers in a stranglehold. After a few moments he sat up and wiped his hands over his face.


    The room was quiet and dark, much darker than the house had been that last day. He got up without turning on the light and went to the only window. This was the fourth apartment they’d had since coming to the Midwest, but they’d all been the same. Small, much smaller than the one in the tenement, done in plaster ticky-tacky with too few windows. Modern housing in old buildings remodeled for modern living with the woodwork painted white. At least the apartment was on the eighth floor. Milo preferred living high up. You could see everything from high up. Almost.


    The street that ran past the building gleamed wetly under the streetlights. It had rained. He boosted the window up and knelt before the sill, listening to the moist sighing of occasional passing cars. A damp breeze puffed through the screen.


    Across the street something moved just out of the bright circle the streetlight threw on the sidewalk.


    When the streetlights came on, it was time to go home.


    A stray dog. It was probably just a stray dog over there. In the distance, a police siren wailed and then cut off sharply. Milo’s mouth was dry as he squinted through the screen. It was too late for kids to be out.


    But if you didn’t get home after the streetlights came on, did that mean you never had to go home ever?


    The movement came again, but he still couldn’t see it clearly. A shadow was skirting the patch of light on the pavement, dipping and weaving, but awkwardly, stiffly. It wanted to play, but there was no one awake to play with, except for Milo.


    He spread his fingers on the windowsill and lowered his head. It was too late for kids to be out. Any kids. The streetlights—


    Something flashed briefly in the light and then retreated into the darkness. Milo’s sweaty fingers slipped on the sill. The game was over. He wasn’t IT. He wasn’t. She’d found him but she hadn’t tagged his goal and all the streetlights had come on. The game was over, had been over for years. It wasn’t fair.


    The figure made another jerky movement. He didn’t have to see it clearly now to know about the funny position of its head, its neck still crooked in that questioning angle, the lopsided but still confident bobbing of the ponytail, the dirty-white sneakers. Another police siren was howling through the streets a few blocks away, but it didn’t quite cover up the sound of a little girl’s voice, singing softly because it was so late.


    Eenie, meenie, ipsateenie


    Goo, Gah, gahgoleenie


    Ahchee, pahchee, Liberace


    Out goes Y-O-U!


    Eenie, meenie, ipsateenie


    Goo, gah, gahgoleenie...


    He covered his ears against it, but he could still hear it mocking him. No one was being counted out, no one would ever be counted out again because he was IT and he had missed his turn.


    Come out, Milo. Come out, come out, come out You’re IT.


    He pressed his hands tighter against his ears, but it only shut the sound of her voice up in his head and made it louder. Then he was clawing at the screen, yelling, “I’m not! I’m not! I’m not IT, the game’s over and I’m not IT!”


    His words hung in the air, spiraling down around him. There was a soft pounding on the wall behind the bed. “Milo!” came his mother’s muffled, sleepy voice. “It’s four in the morning, what are you screaming for?”


    He sank down onto the floor, leaning his head hopelessly against the windowsill. “A, a dream, Mom,” he said, his voice hoarse and thick in his tight throat. “Just a bad dream.”


    The wind poured through his hair, chilling the sweat that dripped down to his neck. Laughter came in with the wind, light, careless, jeering laughter. He knew Angie was looking up at his window, her sharp little teeth bared in a grin.


    “’Fraid of a girl,” the laughter said. “’Fraid of a girl...”


    The boy was staring at Milo’s pants pocket and Milo realized he’d been jingling his loose change without thinking as they walked. He thought about giving the kid a quarter, but his mother had probably warned him not to take candy or money from strangers. Most likely he wasn’t even supposed to talk to strangers. But most kids were too curious not to. They were programmed to answer questions from adults anyway, so all you had to do was ask them something and pretty soon you were carrying on a regular conversation. As long as you didn’t make the mistake of offering them any money or candy, the kids figured they were safe.


    “Housekeys,” Milo lied, jingling the change some more. “When I was your age, my mother pinned them inside my pocket and they jingled whenever I ran.”


    “How come she did that?”


    “She worked. My father was dead. I had to let myself in and out when she wasn’t home and she didn’t want me to lose my keys.”


    The boy accepted that without comment. Absent fathers were more common now anyway. The boy probably knew a lot of kids who carried housekeys, if he wasn’t carrying any himself.


    “She pin ’em in there today?”


    “What?” Milo blinked at him.


    “Your housekeys.” The boy grinned insolently.


    Milo gave him half a smile. Some things never changed. Kids still thought a joke at someone else’s expense was funny. He glanced down at the double bows he’d tied in the boy’s laces. Yeah, he could picture one of those sneakers on some other kid’s chest, kicking him off some steps. The boy looked more like Stevie than Sammy, but that didn’t matter. Stevie would have done it if he’d had the chance. Milo was sure this boy would have been great friends with Angie.


    They were past the dumpster, almost to the corner where Water St. Lane crossed Fourth. The house where the fattest woman in town had consumed her daily quart of Coke straight from the bottle was still inhabited. Somewhere inside, a radio was boasting that it had the hits, all the hits and nothing but the hits. Milo didn’t think it would be long before this house stood as empty as his old tenement, condemned and waiting to fall. It wasn’t about to collapse by itself. These old houses had been built to stay up, no matter how tired and shabby they became. Endurance, that was what it was. But anything could reach the end of its endurance eventually—a neighborhood, a building, a person. Neighborhoods and buildings had to be taken care of but people could take things into their own hands. You didn’t have to endure something past the point when it should have ended. Not if you knew what to do.


    Milo hadn’t known what to do at first though. He found himself helpless again, as helpless as he’d been on those old stairs so many years ago. In the dream or wide-awake, crouched at his bedroom window while the little-girl thing that hadn’t made it home before dark played on the sidewalk and called him, he was helpless. Angie didn’t care that Rhonda should have been IT. Rhonda and the others had gone home after the streetlights had come on, but he and Angie hadn’t. The game wasn’t done even though it was just the two of them now.


    Slowly he began to realize it was the other kids. One of the bigger boys with the bikes must have seen him climb into the car with his mother and Aunt Syl the next day and passed it on to another kid who passed it on to another kid in a long, long game of “Gossip” that stretched over hundreds and hundreds of miles, with Angie following, free to leave the neighborhood because he had, free to stay out late because she had never gone home. Angie, following him all the way to the Midwest to the new neighborhood, to the new apartment because of the new kids at the new school who had been happy to tell her where he was because everyone loved a good hunt. The new kids, they were all just Sammys and Stevies and Floras and Bonnies with different names and faces anyway. They all knew he was IT and had missed his turn. Even his mother knew something; she looked at him strangely sometimes when she thought he didn’t know, and he could feel her waiting for him to tell her, explain. But he couldn’t possibly. She had taken her turn a long time ago, just like all the adults, and when you took your turn, you forgot. She couldn’t have understood if he had explained until the day he died.


    So he’d held out for a long, long time and they moved to new apartments, but Angie always found him. Kids were everywhere and they always told on him. And then one day he looked at himself and found Milo staring out at him from a grown-up face, a new hiding place for the little boy with the same old fear. And he thought, Okay; okay. We’ll end it now, for you and for Angie. He was big now, and he hadn’t forgotten. He would help little Milo still helpless inside of him, still hiding from Angie.


    He went back. Back to the old neighborhood, taking Angie up on her offer of a race to the goal at last.


    Deep summer. The feel of it had hit him the moment he’d walked down to the alley from the bus stop at Third and Water, where most of the old buildings were still standing all the way down to St. Bernard’s Church. In the alley, things had changed, but he wouldn’t look until he had walked deliberately down to the tenement.


    He knew then she must have won. He put his face close to the wall and closed his eyes. The smell of hot baked stone was there, three-quarters of a century of hot summer afternoons and children’s faces pressed against the wall, leaving a faint scent of bubble gum and candy and kid sweat. The building had stood through the exodus of middle-class white families and the influx of poor white families and minorities and the onslaught of urban renewal, waiting for Angie to come back and touch it one more time, touch it and make him really and truly IT. And now he was here, too, Milo was here, but grown big and not very afraid anymore, now that it was done. If he had to be IT, if he had no choice—and he’d never had, really—he would be a real IT, the biggest, the scariest, and no one would know until it was too late.


    Counting to one hundred by fives hadn’t taken very long at all—not nearly as long as he had remembered. When he’d opened his eyes, he’d found the boy hanging around in front of the rented cottage.


    “Hi,” he’d said to the boy. “Know what I’m doing?”


    “No, what?” the boy had asked.


    “I’m looking for some friends.” Milo had smiled. “I used to live here.”


    Now they stood at the end of the alley together and Milo smiled again to see that the house was still there. But then, he’d known that it would be. He walked slowly down Fourth to stand directly across the street from it, staring at the stubborn front door. It probably still wouldn’t open. The red paint had long flaked away and been replaced by something colorless. What grass had surrounded the place had died off. Overhead the sky, almost as blue as it had been that day, was beginning to deepen. He listened for children’s voices and the sound of the bigger boys’ English bikes ticking by on the street. If he strained, he could almost hear them. It was awfully quiet today, but some days were like that, he remembered.


    “Who lives there?” he asked the boy. “Who lives in that house now?”


    “Nobody.”


    “Nobody? Nobody at all?”


    “It’s a dump.” The boy bounced the heel of his right sneaker against the toe of his left. “I been in there,” he added, with only a little bit of pride.


    “Have you.”


    “Yeah. It’s real stinky and dirty. Joey says it’s haunted, but I never seen nothin’.”


    Milo pressed his index finger along his mouth, stifling the laugh that wanted to burst out of him. Haunted? Of course it’s haunted, you little monster—I’ve been haunting it myself! “Must be fun to play in, huh?”


    The boy looked up at him as though he were trying to decide whether he could trust Milo with that information. “Well, nobody’s supposed to go in there anymore, but you can still get in.”


    Milo nodded. “I know. Say, did you ever play a game where you have to put your feet in and somebody counts everybody out and the last one left is IT?”


    The boy shrugged. “Like ‘eenie, meenie, miney, mo’?”


    “Something like that. Only we used to say it differently. I’ll show you.” Milo knelt again, putting the toe of his shoe opposite the boy’s sneaker, ignoring the boy’s bored sigh. Oh, yes, he’d show the boy. It wouldn’t be nearly as boring as the boy would think, either. The boy was a Stevie. That meant that pretty soon there’d be a Sammy coming along and then maybe a Flora and a Bonnie and all the rest of the ones who had helped look for him and who had told Angie where to find him. But he’d give all of them a better chance than they’d given him. He’d do the chant for them, the way he was doing now for the boy, starting with the boy’s foot first.


    Eenie, meenie, ipsateenie


    Goo, gah, gahgoleenie


    Ahchee, pahchee, Liberace


    Out goes Y-O-U!


    Milo grinned. “Looks like I’m IT.” He stood up. Still IT, he should have said. They hadn’t let him quit; they hadn’t let him miss his turn. All right. He would take it now and keep taking it, because he was IT and it was his game now.


    “C’mon,” he said to the boy as he stepped off the curb to cross the street “Let’s see if that old house is still fun to play in.”
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    Me, I was never afraid of the dark.


    It was Jeremy who bothered me—Jeremy with his black rubber spiders in my lunchbox, Jeremy with his guttural demon whisper (I’m coming to get you, Simon) just as I was drifting off to sleep, Jeremy with his stupid Vincent Price laugh (Mwah-ha-ha-ha-ha), like some cheesy mad scientist, when he figured the joke had gone far enough. By the time I was walking, I was already shell-shocked, flinching every time I came around a corner.


    I remember this time, I was five years old and I had fallen asleep on the sofa. I woke up to see Jeremy looming over me in this crazy Halloween mask he’d bought: horns and pebbled skin and a big leering grin, the works. Only I didn’t realize it was Jeremy, not until he cut loose with that crazy laugh of his, and by then it was too late.


    Things got worse when we left Starkville. The new house was smaller and we had to share a bedroom. That was fine with me. I was seven by then, and I had the kind of crazy love for my big brother that only little kids can feel. The thing was, when he wasn’t tormenting me, Jeremy was a great brother—like this one time he got a Chuck Foreman card in a package of Topps and he just handed it over to me because he knew the Vikings were my favorite team that year.


    The room thing was hard on Jeremy, though. He’d reached that stage of adolescence when your voice has these alarming cracks and you spend a lot of time locked in the bathroom tracking hair growth and...well, you know, you were a kid once, right? So the nights got worse. I couldn’t even turn to Mom for help. She was sick at that time, and she had this frayed, wounded look. Plus, she and Dad were always talking in these strained whispers. You didn’t want to bother either one of them if you could help it.


    Which left me and Jeremy alone in our bedroom. It wasn’t much to look at, just this high narrow room with twin beds and an old milk crate with a lamp on it. Out the window you could see one half-dead crab-apple tree—a crap-apple, Jeremy called it—and a hundred feet of crumbling pavement and a rusting 1974 El Camino which our neighbor had up on blocks back where the woods began. There weren’t any street lights that close to the edge of town, so it was always dark in there at night.


    That’s when Jeremy would start up with some crap he’d seen in a movie or something. “I heard they found a whole shitload of bones when they dug the foundation of this house,” he’d say, and he’d launch into some nutty tale about how it turned out to be an Indian burial ground, just crazy stuff like that. After a while, it would get so I could hardly breathe. Then Jeremy would unleash that crazy laugh of his. “C’mon, Si,” he’d say, “you know I’m only kidding.”


    He was always sorry—genuinely sorry, you could tell by the look on his face—but it never made any difference the next night. It was like he forgot all about it. Besides, he always drifted off to sleep, leaving me alone in the dark to ponder open portals to Hell or parallel worlds or whatever crazy stuff he’d dreamed up that night.


    The days weren’t much better. The house was on this old winding road with woods on one side and there weren’t but a few neighbors, and none of them had any kids. It was like somebody had set off a bomb that just flattened everybody under twenty—like one of those neutron bombs, only age-specific.


    So that was my life—interminable days of boredom, torturous insomniac nights. It was the worst summer of my life, with nothing to look forward to but a brand-new school come the fall. That’s why I found myself poking around in the basement about a week after we moved in. Nobody had bothered to unpack—nobody had bothered to do much of anything all summer—and I was hoping to find my old teddy bear in one of the boxes.


    Mr. Fuzzy had seen better days—after six years of hard use, he literally had no hair, not a single solitary tuft—and I’d only recently broken the habit of dragging him around with me everywhere I went. I knew there’d be a price to pay for backsliding—Jeremy had been riding me about Mr. Fuzzy for a year—but desperate times call for desperate measures.


    I’d just finished rescuing him from a box of loose Legos and Jeremy’s old Star Wars action figures when I noticed a bundle of rags stuffed under the furnace. I wasn’t inclined to spend any more time than necessary in the basement—it smelled funny and the light slanting through the high dirty windows had a hazy greenish quality, like a pond you wouldn’t want to swim in—but I found myself dragging Mr. Fuzzy over toward the furnace all the same.


    Somebody had jammed the bundle in there good, and when it came loose, clicking metallically, it toppled me back on my butt. I stood, brushing my seat off with one hand, Mr. Fuzzy momentarily forgotten. I squatted to examine the bundle, a mass of grease-stained rags tied off with brown twine. The whole thing was only a couple feet long.


    I loosened the knot and pulled one end of the twine. The bundle unwrapped itself, spilling a handful of rusty foot-long skewers across the floor. There were half a dozen of them, all of them with these big metal caps. I shook the rag. A scalpel tumbled out, and then a bunch of other crap, every bit of it as rusty as the skewers. A big old hammer with a wooden head and a wicked-looking carving knife and one of those tapered metal rods butchers use to sharpen knives. Last of all a set of ivory-handled flatware.


    I reached down and picked up the fork.


    That’s when I heard the stairs creak behind me.


    “Mom’s gonna kill you,” Jeremy said.


    I jumped a little and stole a glance over my shoulder. He was standing at the foot of the stairs, a rickety tier of backless risers. That’s when I remembered Mom’s warning that I wasn’t to fool around down here. The floor was just dirt, packed hard as concrete, and Mom always worried about getting our clothes dirty.


    “Not if you don’t tell her,” I said.


    “Besides, you’re messing around with the furnace,” Jeremy said.


    “No, I’m not.”


    “Sure you are.” He crossed the room and hunkered down at my side. I glanced over at him. Let me be honest here: I was nobody’s ideal boy next door. I was a scrawny, unlovely kid, forever peering out at the world through a pair of lenses so thick that Jeremy had once spent a sunny afternoon trying to ignite ants with them. The changeling, my mother sometimes called me, since I seemed to have surfaced out of somebody else’s gene pool.


    Jeremy, though, was blond and handsome and already broad-shouldered. He was the kind of kid everybody wants to sit with in the lunchroom, quick and friendly and capable of glamorous strokes of kindness. He made such a gesture now, clapping me on the shoulder. “Geez, Si, that’s some weird-looking shit. Wonder how long it’s been here?”


    “I dunno,” I said, but I remembered the landlord telling Dad the house was nearly a hundred and fifty years old. And hasn’t had a lick of work since, I’d heard Dad mutter under his breath.


    Jeremy reached for one of the skewers and I felt a little bubble of emotion press against the bottom of my throat. He turned the thing over in his hands and let it drop to the floor. “Beats the hell out of me,” he said.


    “You’re not gonna tell Mom, are you?”


    “Nah.” He seemed to think a moment. “Course I might use that scalpel to dissect Mr. Fuzzy.” He gazed at me balefully, and then he slapped my shoulder again. “Better treat me right, kid.”


    A moment later I heard the basement door slam behind me.


    I’d been clutching the fork so tightly that it had turned hot in my hand. My knuckles grinned up at me, four bloodless white crescents. I felt so strange that I just let it tumble to the floor. Then I rewrapped the bundle, and shoved it back under the furnace.


    By the time I’d gotten upstairs, I’d put the whole thing out of my mind. Except I hadn’t, not really. I wasn’t thinking about it, not consciously, but it was there all the same, the way all the furniture in a room is still there when you turn out the lights, and you can sense it there in the dark. Or the way pain is always there. Even when they give you something to smooth it out a little, it’s always there, a deep-down ache like jagged rocks under a swift-moving current. It never goes away, pain. It’s like a stone in your pocket.


    The bundle weighed on me in the same way, through the long night after Jeremy finally fell asleep, and the next day, and the night after that as well. So I guess I wasn’t surprised, not really, when I found myself creeping down the basement stairs the next afternoon. Nobody saw me steal up to my room with the bundle. Nobody saw me tuck it under my bed. Mom had cried herself to sleep in front of the TV (she pretended she wasn’t crying, but I knew better) and Dad was already at work. Who knew where Jeremy was?


    Then school started and Mom didn’t cry as often, or she did it when we weren’t around. But neither one of them talked very much, except at dinner Dad always asked Jeremy how freshman football was going. And most nights, just as a joke, Jeremy would start up with one of those crazy stories of his, the minute we turned out the light. He’d pretend there was a vampire in the room or something and he’d thrash around so that I could hear him over the narrow space between our beds. “Ahhh,” he’d say, “Arrggh,” and, in a strangled gasp, “When it finishes with me, Si, it’s coming for you.” I’d hug Mr. Fuzzy tight and tell him not to be afraid, and then Jeremy would unleash that nutty mad scientist laugh.


    “C’mon, Si, you know I’m only kidding.”


    One night, he said, “Do you believe in ghosts, Si? Because as old as this house is, I bet a whole shitload of people have died in it.”


    I didn’t answer, but I thought about it a lot over the next few days. We’d been in school a couple of weeks at this point. Jeremy had already made a lot of friends. He talked to them on the phone at night. I had a lot of time to think.


    I even asked Dad about it. “Try not to be dense, Si,” he told me. “There’s no such thing as ghosts, everybody knows that. Now chill out, will you, I’m trying to explain something to your brother.”


    So the answer was, no, I didn’t believe in ghosts. But I also thought it might be more complicated than that, that maybe they were like characters in a good book. You aren’t going to run into them at the Wal-Mart, but they seem real all the same. I figured ghosts might be something like that. The way I figured it, they had to be really desperate for something they hadn’t gotten enough of while they were alive, like they were jealous or hungry or something. Otherwise why would they stick around some crummy old cemetery when they could go on to Heaven or whatever? So that’s what I ended up telling Jeremy a few nights later, after I’d finished sorting it all out inside my head.


    “Hungry?” he said. “Christ, Si, that’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard.” He started thrashing around in his bed and making these dumb ghost noises. “Oooooooh,” he said, and, “Ooooooooh, I’m a ghost, give me a steak. Ooooooooh, I want a bowl of Cheerios.”


    I tried to explain that that wasn’t what I meant, but I couldn’t find the words. I was just a kid, after all.


    “Christ, Si,” Jeremy said, “don’t tell anybody anything that stupid. It’s like that stupid bear you drag around everywhere, it makes me ashamed to be your brother.”


    I knew he didn’t mean anything by that—Jeremy was always joking around—but it hurt Mr. Fuzzy’s feelings all the same. “Don’t cry, Mr. Fuzzy,” I whispered. “He didn’t mean anything by it.”


    A few days later, Jeremy came home looking troubled. I didn’t think anything about it at first because it hadn’t been a very good day from the start. When Jeremy and I went down to breakfast, we overheard Day saying he was taking Mom’s car in that afternoon, the way they had planned. Mom said something so low that neither one of us could make it out, and then Dad said, “For Christ’s sake, Mariam, there’s plenty of one-car families in the world.” He slammed his way out of the house, and a few seconds later we heard Mom shut the bedroom door with a click. Neither one of us said anything after that except when Jeremy snapped at me because I was so slow getting my lunch. So I knew he was upset and it didn’t surprise me when he came home from football practice that day looking a bit down in the mouth.


    It turned out to be something totally different, though, because as soon as we turned out the light that night, and he knew we were really alone, Jeremy said, “What happened to that bundle of tools, Si?”


    “What bundle of tools?” I asked.


    “That weird-looking shit you found in the basement last summer,” he said.


    That’s when I remembered that I’d put the bundle under my bed. What a crazy thing to do, I thought, and I was about to say I’d taken them—but Mr. Fuzzy kind of punched me. He was so sensitive, I don’t think he’d really forgiven Jeremy yet.


    I thought it over, and then I said, “Beats me.”


    “Well, I went down the basement this afternoon,” Jeremy said, “and they were gone.”


    “So?”


    “It makes me uncomfortable, that’s all.”


    “Why?”


    Jeremy didn’t say anything for a long time. A car went by outside, and the headlights lit everything up for a minute. The shadow of the crap-apple danced on the ceiling like a man made out of bones, and then the night swallowed him up. That one little moment of light made it seem darker than ever.


    “I met this kid at school today,” Jeremy said, “and when I told him where I lived he said, ‘No way, Mad Dog Mueller’s house?’ ‘Mad Dog who?’ I said. ‘Mueller,’ he said. ‘Everyone knows who Mad Dog Mueller is.’”


    “I don’t,” I said.


    “Well, neither did I,” Jeremy said, “but this kid, he told me the whole story. ‘You ever notice there aren’t any kids that live out that end of town?’ he asked, and the more I thought about it, Si, the more right he seemed. There aren’t any kids.”


    The thing was, he was right. That’s when I figured it out, the thing about the kids. It was like one of those puzzles with a picture hidden inside all these little blots of color and you stare at it and you stare at it and you don’t see a thing, and then you happen to catch it from just the right angle and—Bang!—there the hidden picture is. And once you’ve seen it, you can never unsee it. I thought about the neighbors, this scrawny guy who was always tinkering with the dead El Camino and his fat wife—neither one of them really old, but neither one of them a day under thirty, either. I remember how they stood out front watching us move in, and Mom asking them if they had any kids, her voice kind of hopeful. But they’d just laughed, like who would bring kids to a place like this?


    They hadn’t offered to pitch in, either—and people always offer to lend a hand when you’re moving stuff inside. I know, because we’ve moved lots of times. I could see Dad getting hotter and hotter with every trip, until finally he turned and said in a voice just dripping with sarcasm, “See anything that strikes your fancy, folks?” You could tell by the look on Mom’s face that she didn’t like that one bit. When we got inside she hissed at him like some kind of animal she was so mad. “Why can’t you ever keep your mouth shut, Frank?” she said. “If you kept your mouth shut we wouldn’t be in this situation.”


    All of which was beside the point, of course. The point was, Jeremy was right. There wasn’t a single kid in any of the nearby houses.


    “See,” Jeremy said, “I told you. And the reason is, this guy Mad Dog Mueller.”


    “But it was some old lady that used to live here,” I said. “We saw her the first day, they were moving her to a nursing home.”


    “I’m not talking about her, stupid. I’m talking like a hundred years ago, when this was all farm land, and the nearest neighbors were half a mile away.”


    “Oh.”


    I didn’t like the direction this was going, I have to say. Plus, it seemed even darker. Most places, you turn out the light and your eyes adjust and everything turns this smoky blue color, so it hardly seems dark at all. But here the night seemed denser somehow, weightier. Your eyes just never got used to it, not unless there was a moon, which this particular night there wasn’t.


    “Anyway,” Jeremy said, “I guess he lived here with his mother for a while and then she died and he lived here alone after that. He was a pretty old guy, I guess, like forty. He was a blacksmith.”


    “What’s a blacksmith?”


    “God you can be dense, Si. Blacksmiths make horseshoes and shit.”


    “Then why do they call them blacksmiths?”


    “I don’t know. I guess they were black or something, like back in slavery days.”


    “Was this guy black?”


    “No! The point is, he makes things out of metal. That’s the point, okay? And so I told this kid about those tools I found.”


    “I’m the one who found them,” I said.


    “Whatever, Si. The point is, when I mentioned the tools, the kid who was telling me this stuff, his eyes bugged out. ‘No way,’ he says to me, and I’m like, ‘No, really, cross my heart. What gives?’”


    Jeremy paused to take a deep breath, and in the silence I heard a faint click, like two pieces of metal rubbing up against each other. That’s when I understood what Jeremy was doing. He was “acting out,” which is a term I learned when I forgot Mr. Fuzzy at Dr. Bainbridge’s one day, back at the clinic in Starkville, after I got suspended from school. When I slipped inside to get him, Dr. Bainbridge was saying, “You have to understand, Mariam, with all these pressures at home, it’s only natural that he’s acting out.”


    I asked Dr. Bainbridge about it the next week, and he told me that sometimes people say and do things they don’t mean just because they’re upset about something else. And now I figured Jeremy was doing it because he was so upset about Mom and stuff. He was trying to scare me, that’s all. He’d even found the little bundle of tools under my bed and he was over there clicking them together. I’d have been mad if I hadn’t understood. If I hadn’t understood, I might have even been afraid—Mr. Fuzzy was, I could feel him shivering against my chest.


    “Did you hear that?” Jeremy said.


    “I didn’t hear anything,” I said, because I wasn’t going to play along with his game.


    Jeremy didn’t answer right away. So we lay there, both of us listening, and this time I really didn’t hear anything. But it seemed even darker somehow, darker than I’d ever seen our little bedroom. I wiggled my fingers in front of my face and I couldn’t see a thing.


    “I thought I heard something.” This time you could hear the faintest tremor in his voice. It was a really fine job, he was doing. I couldn’t help admiring it. “And that would be bad,” Jeremy added, “because this Mueller, he was crazy as a shithouse rat.”


    I hugged Mr. Fuzzy close. “Crazy?” I said.


    “Crazy,” Jeremy said solemnly. “This kid, he told me that all the farms around there, the farmers had about a zillion kids. Everybody had a ton of kids in those days. And one of them turned up missing. No one thought anything about it at first—kids were always running off—but about a week later another kid disappears. This time everybody got worried. It was this little girl and nobody could figure out why she would run off. She was only like seven years old.”


    “She was my age?”


    “That’s right, Si. She was just your age.”


    Then I heard it again: this odd little clicking like Grandma’s knitting needles used to make. Jeremy must have really given that bundle a shake.


    “Shit,” Jeremy said, and now he sounded really scared. Somebody ought to have given him an Oscar or something.


    He switched on the light. It was a touch of genius, that—his way of saying, Hey, I’m not doing anything!, which of course meant he was. I stared, but the bundle was nowhere in sight. I figured he must have tucked it under the covers, but it was hard to tell without my glasses on. Everything looked all blurry, even Jeremy’s face, blinking at me over the gap between the beds. I scooched down under the covers, holding Mr. Fuzzy tight.


    “It was coming from over there,” he said. “Over there by your bed.”


    “I didn’t hear anything,” I said.


    “No, I’m serious, Si. I heard it, didn’t you?”


    “You better turn out the light,” I said, just to prove I wasn’t afraid. “Mom’ll be mad.”


    “Right,” Jeremy said, and the way he said it, you could tell he knew it was an empty threat. Mom had told me she was sick when I’d knocked on her bedroom door after school. I opened the door, but it was dark inside and she told me to go away. The room smelled funny, too, like the stinging stuff she put on my knee the time Jeremy accidentally knocked me down in the driveway. I just need to sleep, she said. I’ve taken some medicine to help me sleep.


    And then Jeremy came home and made us some TV dinners. “She must have passed out in there,” he said, and that scared me. But when I said maybe we should call the doctor, he just laughed. “Try not to be so dense all the time, okay, Si?”


    We just waited around for Dad after that. But Jeremy said he wouldn’t be surprised if Dad never came home again, the way Mom had been so bitchy lately. Maybe he was right, too, because by the time we went up to bed, Dad still hadn’t shown up.


    So Jeremy was right. Nobody was going to mind the light.


    We both had a look around. The room looked pretty much the way it always did. Jeremy’s trophies gleamed on the little shelf Dad had built for them. A bug smacked the window screen a few times, like it really wanted to get inside.


    “You sure you didn’t hear anything?”


    “Yeah.”


    Jeremy looked at me for a minute. “All right, then,” he said, and turned out the light. Another car passed and the crap-apple man did his little jig on the ceiling. The house was so quiet I could hear Jeremy breathing these long even breaths. I sang a song to Mr. Fuzzy while I waited for him to start up again. It was this song Mom used to sing when I was a baby, the one about all the pretty little horses.


    And then Jeremy started talking again.


    “Nobody got suspicious,” he said, “until the third kid disappeared—a little boy, he was about your age too, Si. And then someone happened to remember that all these kids had to walk by this Mueller guy’s house on their way to school. So a few of the parents got together that night and went down there to see if he had seen anything.”


    It had gotten colder. I wished Jeremy would shut the window and I was going to say something, but he just plowed on with his stupid story. “Soon as he answered the door,” Jeremy said, “they could tell something was wrong. It was all dark inside—there wasn’t a fire or anything—and it smelled bad, like pigs or something. They could hardly see him, too, just his eyes, all hollow and shiny in the shadows. They asked if he’d seen the kids and that’s when things got really weird. He said he hadn’t seen anything, but he was acting all nervous, and he tried to close the door. One of the men held up his lantern then, and they could see his face. He hadn’t shaved and he looked real thin and there was this stuff smeared over his face. It looked black in the light, like paint, only it wasn’t paint. You know what it was, Si?”


    I’d heard enough of Jeremy’s stories to be able to make a pretty good guess, but I couldn’t seem to make my mouth say the word. Mr. Fuzzy was shaking he was so scared. He was shaking real hard, and he was mad, too. He was mad at Jeremy for trying to scare me like that.


    “It was blood, Si,” Jeremy said.


    That’s when I heard it again, a whisper of metal against metal like the sound the butcher makes at the grocery store when he’s putting the edge on a knife.


    Jeremy gasped. “Did you hear that?”


    And just like that the sound died away.


    “No,” I said.


    We were silent, listening.


    “What happened?” I whispered, because I wanted him to finish it. If he finished he could do his dumb little mad scientist laugh and admit he made it all up.


    “He ran,” Jeremy said. “He ran through the house and it was all dark and he went down the basement, down where you found those rusty old tools. Only it wasn’t rust, Si. It was blood. Because you know what else they found down there?”


    I heard the whisper of metal again—shir shir shir, that sound the butcher makes when he’s putting the edge on a knife and his hands are moving so fast the blade is just a blur of light. But Jeremy had already started talking again.


    “They found the missing kids,” he said, but it sounded so far away. All I could hear was that sound in my head, shir shir shir. “They were dead,” Jeremy was saying, “and pretty soon he was dead, too. They killed the guy right on the spot, he didn’t even get a trial. They put him down the same way he’d killed those kids.”


    I swallowed. “How was that?”


    “He used those long nails on them, those skewer things. He knocked them on the head or something and then, while they were out, he just hammered those things right through them—wham wham wham—so they were pinned to the floor, they couldn’t get up. And then you know what he did?”


    Only he didn’t wait for me to answer, he couldn’t wait, he just rolled on. He said, “Mueller used the scalpel on them, then. He just ripped them open and then—” Jeremy’s voice broke. It was a masterful touch. “And then he started eating, Si. He started eating before they were even dead—”


    Jeremy broke off suddenly, and now the sound was so loud it seemed to shake the walls—SHIR SHIR SHIR—and the room was so cold I could see my breath fogging up the dark.


    “Christ, what’s that sound?” Jeremy whimpered, and then he started making moaning sounds way down in his throat, the way he always did, like he wanted to scream but he was too afraid.


    Mr. Fuzzy was shaking, just shaking so hard, and I have to admit it, right then I hated Jeremy with a hatred so pure I could taste it, like an old penny under my tongue. The darkness seemed heavy suddenly, an iron weight pinning me to my bed. It was cold, too. It was so cold. I’ve never been so cold in my life.


    “Christ, Si,” Jeremy shrieked. “Stop it! Stop it! STOP IT!”


    Mr. Fuzzy was still shaking in my arms, and I hated Jeremy for that, I couldn’t help it, but I tried to make myself get up anyway, I really tried. Only the dark was too thick and heavy. It seemed to flow over me, like concrete that hadn’t quite formed up, binding me to my mattress with Mr. Fuzzy cowering in my arms.


    Jeremy’s whole bed was shaking now. He was grunting and wrestling around. I heard a pop, like a piece of taut rubber giving way, and a metallic wham wham wham. There was this liquidy gurgle and Jeremy actually screamed, this long desperate scream from the bottom of his lungs. I really had to admire the job he was doing, as much as I couldn’t help being mad. He’d never taken it this far. It was like watching a master at the very peak of his form. There was another one of those liquidy thumps and then the sound of the hammer and then the whole thing happened again and again. It happened so many times I lost track. All I knew was that Jeremy had stopped screaming, but I couldn’t remember when. The only sound in the room was this muffled thrashing sound, and that went on for a little while longer and then it stopped, too. Everything just stopped.


    It was so still. There wasn’t any sound at all.


    The dark lay heavy on my skin, pinning me down. It was all I could do to open my mouth, to force the word out—


    “Jeremy?”


    I waited then. I waited for the longest time to hear that stupid Vincent Price laugh of his, to hear Jeremy telling me he’d gotten me this time, he was only joking, Mwah-ha-ha-ha-ha.


    But the laugh never came.


    What came instead was the sound of someone chewing, the sound of someone who hadn’t had a meal in ages just tucking right in and having at it, smacking his lips and slurping and everything, and it went on and on and on. The whole time I just lay there. I couldn’t move at all.


    It must have gone on for hours. I don’t know how long it went on. All I know is that suddenly I realized it was silent, I couldn’t hear a thing.


    I waited some more for Jeremy to make that stupid laugh of his. And then a funny thing happened. I wasn’t lying in my bed after all. I was standing up between the beds, by the milk crate we used for a night stand, and I was tired. I was so tired. My legs ached like I’d been standing there for hours. My arms ached, too. Every part of me ached. I ached all over.


    I kept having these crazy thoughts, too. About ghosts and hunger and how hungry Mad Dog Mueller must have been, after all those years down in the basement. About how maybe he’d spent all that time waiting down there, waiting for the right person to come along, someone who was just as hungry as he was.


    They were the craziest thoughts, but I couldn’t seem to stop thinking them. I just stood there between the beds. My face was wet, too, my whole face, my mouth and everything. I must have been crying.


    I just stood there waiting for Jeremy to laugh that stupid mad scientist laugh of his and tell me it was all a game. And I have to admit something: I was scared, too. I was so scared.


    But it wasn’t the dark I was scared of.


    God help me, I didn’t want to turn on the light.

  

OEBPS/Images/hauntings_for_jim_img_2.png





OEBPS/Images/hauntings_for_jim_img_0.png





OEBPS/Images/hauntings_for_jim_img_3.png





OEBPS/Images/hauntings_for_jim_img_1.png
H M
auntmgs

edited by ELLEN DATLOW






OEBPS/Images/cover.jpeg
oneow PLLEN [ATLON





