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Jason’s Tale
 
   So, there we were, sitting around a ring of stones in the middle of the swamp, and nobody in our group really knew if we were hunting, or being hunted, or just being stupid in general. The circle of stones had been the scene of hundreds of campfires, hunters sitting in a circle around the flames and telling tall tales. Happy times at a huntin’ camp, nobody worrying about anything other than the next day’s huntin’ prospects. Tonight the fire pit was just a darker patch of blackened soil, like what I imagined a crater on the far side of the moon would look like—absent of any warmth or light or comfort, and way too fuckin’ far away from home. And for all I knew Trey could be crouched on the next small clump of solid ground in the swamp, with my head or Foster’s heart or Billy’s back in his sights.
 
   As the police chief, I felt like I needed to sound in control of the group. I thought about the backpacks and sleeping bags scattered around us. “Okay, we probably should have done this before we left, but let’s go around the circle and take a quick inventory of weapons, food rations, water and whatnot. I have my Beretta, some Pringles, and a flask of vodka.”
 
   Billy spoke up from across the circle. “I brought my best huntin’ rifle, a fire starter, a couple of knives, and some Chex Mix. No water, just a bottle of Wild Turkey.”
 
   I asked my assistant chief of police the same question. “A semi-automatic rifle, my Beretta, three stun grenades,” Sam said. “Oh, and a bottle of Jack and a box of Triscuits.”
 
   “How ‘bout you, John? Any Indian tomahawks or ancient hunting tools?”
 
   “Nope, Jason. I brought a rifle with a laser scope, night vision goggles, four Bluetooth motion detectors with video feed—I’ve already set those up, a satellite phone, and some lethal peach wine my uncle makes. You’ll see all kinds of ancient shit after a few sips of that. If that doesn’t work I brought a fifth of dark rum. Oh, and a bag of Tostito’s.” He passed out something to each one of us. “These are glow sticks shaped like totem poles—they’re a big hit at Burning Man and other festival shit. If you get lost just snap it and it’ll help us, or maybe Trey, find you.”
 
   Foster made a low whistling sound as he took one of the lights from John. “This puts you one step below the tribes who open casinos, it’s shameless capitalism.”
 
   “They’re the bestseller in our catalog, they grossed two million last year,” John protested.
 
   Foster bumped shoulders with me and said, “I brought a rifle I bummed from the police arsenal, the Glock I keep in my shaving kit, and about a half-dozen tightly rolled joints. And y’all, anybody with common sense would know you don’t bring crunchy junk food on a huntin’ trip. Too much noise, it’ll scare the deer or any other critters away. Or in this case it’ll lead a psychopath right to our camp. I was fraternity brothers with Trey, he may have gone crazy but I bet the guy can still hear someone snacking from a mile away.”
 
   “Okay, good ol’ Southern-boy hunting expert,” Sam asked, “What did you bring? Beef jerky, granola bars, some shit like that?”
 
   “Nope.” He said, “I brought Twinkies, Bo. The most efficient, and quiet, delivery system of empty calories and fat this country has ever invented.” There was a murmur of appreciation in the group.
 
   “What,” I asked, “should we be on the lookout for—besides Trey trying to kill us all, what should we be keepin’ an eye out for as far as animals and things?”
 
   “Most of the things out here,” Billy explained, “are hibernatin’ or’ve gone further south for the winter. Now, some of your pit vipers—water moccasins and whatnot, they could be wanderin’ around here. They’d be really sluggish in this cold weather, but a bite would still hurt like hell and might be a little bit fatal. They can sense a warm spot, so make sure your sleepin’ bags are zipped up nice and tight tonight.” He paused and then said, “I’m not sure we should’ve left Pilot back on the island. I mean Pilot has Trey’s scent, and if a dog can hold a grudge against a person then that’s one chocolate lab with an axe to grind.”
 
   “Pilot’s safe and sound on the island,” I said. “Trey’s already hurt him once, the dog’s still recovering from their last battle. And just because he can smell alligators and killers doesn’t make him a trained police dog. He’d probably just run around here splashin’ in the water waking up hibernatin’ shit and catching squirrels and deer—”
 
   Billy groaned. “Dogs don’t ‘catch’ deer, Jason. Foster and I really need to take you huntin’ sometime.”
 
   John spoke in a low and formal voice. “Jason’s right, Pilot’s better off at home. Oh, and I spoke to the tribal council, told them we were headed into the swamp to do something that could turn out to be dangerous. I asked them to have a safe-hunting ritual for us, but they said they’d need your Indian names to do that. I had to think fast—I was already running late, so, they’re a little odd but the elders approved them.”
 
   “This ought to be good,” Billy said. “Go ahead, John. Me first.”
 
   “For this trip, Billy, your name will be Happy Otter. Because of your kindness and willingness to make people smile. And because you’re small and a little on the hairy side—not as small or as furry as Jason, but still otter-ish.”
 
   Billy sounded a little disappointed. “That’s kind of meek, harmless or somethin’ like that. Especially when we’re out here hunting a dangerous criminal.”
 
   “Right,” John agreed. “But the only other thing I could think of was Stumbling Eagle, since Trey shot you out of a tree a few months ago.”
 
   “Ha. Alright, let’s just stick with the otter thing.”
 
   “Well, okay, John.” Sam sounded eager. “What about me? I’m new around here, nobody really knows me well enough to give me a nickname.”
 
   “You’re from Nebraska, and you’re a big grain-fed Midwestern fella. You’ll be known as Wandering Maize. You know, you call it corn, we call it maize.”
 
   I asked John, “Well, what about Foster? He’s spent a total of about a week here, and he hasn’t met anybody from your tribe.”
 
   “Simple,” John sounded pleased. “Foster will be Hanging Bull.”
 
   I heard and smelled a spray of bourbon and Sam spoke up. “How could you possibly know...that, about his...about him?”
 
   “A few of the guys in my frat at Yale had beer can nicknames, that way my first clue.”
 
   Foster sounded amused. “What else?”
 
   “Oh, my cousin’s a bartender at the gay bar—Mo’s, that you fellas were at the other night. He was in the men’s room when Foster caused all the…excitement.”
 
   Sam jumped in. “I was just at that place for moral support. I’m not gay, I’m as straight as an arrow—not an Indian arrow, John, no offense. I meant just a regular arrow. Never mind. I like women, is all I meant.”
 
   I changed the subject as fast as I could. “And I guess you’re savin’ the best for last, what about me?”
 
   He hesitated. “Well, remember, I was trying to get things set up for this trip, and I felt really rushed, and I—”
 
   “Spill it, John.” 
 
   “Well, and it’s just for this trip, Jason—we can change it when we get back, I promise. But you are Chief Bashful Hobbit.”
 
   “What the fuck?”
 
   “I know, I know, I would have said Chief Fearless Hobbit if I’d just had a few more seconds! Bashful popped into my head because when we’d all go skinny dipping at the cove you always kept your underwear on.” Foster chuckled and patted me on the head.
 
   That didn’t exactly calm me down. “But why hobbit?”
 
   Sam said, “I can see why he’d name you that, you are short and kind of furry.”
 
   “And you’re usually smoking a pipe,” Billy added.
 
   “Look on the bright side, Jason.” Foster squeezed my knee. “He did say Chief  Hobbit.”
 
   John jumped in, “Right! They’ve been calling you Chief since you became the mayor and police chief of the island. They respect you, Jason. And they’re all about a hundred years old. They probably think Bashful Hobbit means modest mayor or something. It could have been worse, they wanted to stick with your old tribal name.”
 
   John had been a friend for a long time and I knew he didn’t really mean any harm. “This’ll be good. So, what was my old name—Furry Feet, Munchkin Brave, somethin’ like that?”
 
   It took a long time for John to answer and suddenly I had a bad feeling. “You never knew, did you, Jason? I don’t think anyone would have said it on the island or around you. It was...Owl Warrior.”
 
   I panicked and stood up. “That’s not—they couldn’t have called me…that name. That’s just wrong, John. That’s just really friggin’ wrong, plain and simple.”
 
   I walked away from the group and willed my eyes to make sense of the different blacks and grays I was stumbling through. There were old half-rotted cabins, a small dining hall and kitchen kind of place, some outhouses and a few crumbling chimneys choked with vines. I got to a slope that led down to the water and unzipped my pants. The dark had me spooked and John’s words had my skin crawlin’. I had to convince my reluctant bladder that it needed to let go. I had just started when a hand grabbed my shoulder and spun me to the left. I kept turning until the hand stopped me and Foster whispered, “Not on my feet, Bo! And not in the water, either—too much noise. Keep it quiet unless you want crazy-ass Trey to hear you and shoot your pecker off.” That didn’t exactly make me go faster but I managed. “You’re here with all your friends, Chief. Tell us what’s going on—maybe it’ll help.” Foster led me back to the others and as we sat down he spoke to John. “So, what’s this ‘Owl Warrior’ shit about? It’s got Jason a little freaked. Do either one of you want to explain it to the rest of us?”
 
   I took a deep breath and told them all, “I’m not sure this is a good story for right now, for tonight, anyway. It was a clusterfuck that happened when I was in high school—”
 
   “Was it puberty?” Sam joked.
 
   “Shut up, dumbass. I’ll tell y’all, but I don’t think anybody’s gonna sleep very well for a few nights. It has to do with Ty—the ex-psychiatrist we met, his wife, and other…things. One of the other players in this tale is this damn swamp we’re sittin’ in.”
 
   Sam told Billy and John, “We went to that Ty guy’s house because Jason thought he could help us profile Trey.” 
 
   I could just make out John in the darkness when he spoke. “Yeah, I heard you paid a visit to Ty. How is he? She hasn’t been back—”
 
   “No!” I snapped and Foster’s arm tightened around me. I knew my voice was too loud and sharp. I pictured a little sonar screen in Trey’s mind glowing and showing him a single blip, leading him in our direction.
 
   Billy spoke in a whisper that made me wince at how loud I had been. “Is that why Ty’s still so...odd? Is he waitin’ for her to come back to him?”
 
   “Yeah, I think he’s waitin’ for her, Billy. Or something to come back, anyway.”
 
   Sam spoke in a low, cautious voice. “I’m not sure what the hell you’re about to tell us, but if it’ll keep me from thinking about sitting here freezing my balls off and jumping at every pine cone falling off a tree, then go ahead. And Billy,” he continued in a voice that carried a good-natured tone of warning, “I know you’re cold. So, I guess a little innocent bromance cuddling is okay, but if your hand moves any further up my thigh you could possibly lose a few fingers.”
 
   “You can’t blame a guy for trying. And I haven’t lost any fingers, yet.” I heard a thwap that sounded like Sam had popped Billy on the back of his baseball cap. “Ouch! Go ahead, Jason. Tell us a good ol’ campfire scary story.”
 
   Foster groaned. “I really wish you hadn’t said anything about campfires. I’d kill to have a s’more, or twenty of them, right now.”
 
   My stomach growled in agreement. “Okay, I’ll tell the whole story. Y’all just understand, appreciate, that Ty’s only told a few people about this...thing that happened. I was around for some of it, and I know somethin’ happened. I’m sure that his wife is gone and she’s not coming back, and Ty’s half the person he used to be because of it. And something changed in me, it made me wonder just how far reality can slip off the tracks before it’s just gone, tumbled over and broken.
 
   “So, here goes, y’all. I was around sixteen or so, and me and my parents would spend a lot of time over at Ty’s place. He was, is, a kind guy, and I always looked forward to cookouts and day trips to the beach and whatnot with them. And even though I knew back then that I was gay I was still fascinated with Ty’s wife—”
 
   Billy cut in with a low voice, almost whispering. “What’s her name? I think I knew it at one time but I’ve forgot it. My daddy, he always said to stay clear of them, he was pissed the one time I went over there on account of...well there ain’t really any easy way of sayin’ it, he was a dumbass racist. But Ty and his wife, they always had a smile or a hello for me.”
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   I nodded to no one in the dark. “Rose, her name was Rose, Billy. And I’m sure you saw her on Main St or  maybe at Parker’s Grill, they liked going there. If you saw one of them you saw both of them. They were inseparable, holding hands and staring at each other like a couple of teenagers.”
 
   Sam asked me, “You said her name was Rose. Did she die or something? Did she leave him?”
 
   I thought about that. “She left, alright. And I’d lean more toward ‘somethin’ other than dying.”
 
   I could feel John Timber’s eyes on me in the dark. He sighed. “Bits and pieces of this story, Jason, are going to be hard to explain to your friends. Smoking swamp weed might not be enough to get them in a way, in a state of mind, to nudge them into understanding this. If I could cut my flashlight on—just for a minute or so, I could probably find something to ease them into really understanding what happened to Rose. There are a lot of mush—”
 
   “Great idea, John, we can all do some ‘shrooms and sit around in the dark with a psychopath out there somewhere wantin’ to kill us. And how would you know what I’m goin’ to say, anyway?”
 
   Just for a second I could see Billy’s face as he lit a joint with the lighter cupped in his hands. His good ol’ boy grin, his wide and wonderin’ eyes, his innocence—I wondered how much of this shit happening around here was going to stick to him, maybe taint him a little.
 
   “Like I said, I was fascinated by Rose. She had moved up here and was working at the hospital when she met Ty. He was doin’ his psychiatric residency or internship or whatever. He fell for her as soon as he saw her, and I could see why. She was tall—not Foster or Sam freakishly tall.” I got an elbow in the ribs for that. “Stunning or beautiful or exotic applied to her, I guess, but didn’t come close to actually describing her. She had come up from New Orleans, but dependin’ on the way the light caught her she could have been from anywhere. She had the skin color and features that I guess most folks would call mulatto, but you could also see shimmers of other history—Italian, French, South American—slivers of a little bit of everything. 
 
   “Their backyard garden was her hobby, her pride and joy. She had some specimens of plants she had gathered from other parts of the South—sago palms, fragile ferns, Spanish moss. But her main focus was the island’s treasures—dwarfish white azaleas, a few of the live oaks from the bluffs already stretched sideways by wind and kept small like bonsais, spindly wild flowers from the rise at Kate’s farm, lush ferns from the north end of the island, and other stuff she would find and transplant in her backyard.
 
    “Sometimes she would take me with her on what she called ‘gathering trips’. She would pass up a lot of plants before she would stop and study on a particular sample of a species. She had a small notebook, her plant diary or whatever. She would note the amount of sun and shade in the spot, it’s ‘neighborhood’ of plants and trees surroundin’ it, and she would punch a tiny hole in a leaf or limb that marked the plant’s orientation to North. I was in charge of the large basket that she kept the tools in—the compass, the hole punch, little trowels, pots to hold her treasures, and lots of bug spray. We would stand there without making a sound as she took in the ‘atmosphere’, the feel, of the location. When she was ready she would use her bare hands to sweep away any leaves or sticks that obstructed her view of its base. Sometimes she would hand me a trowel and guide me through the process of removing it from the only home it had ever known. 
 
   “When we got back to the house she would prepare a spot for the plant or sapling—always a few inches deeper than the base of the roots, roughly two times as wide as the drip line on it, and facing the direction it was familiar with. She would fill the bottom of the hole with black compost she had mixed herself, and then carefully place her treasure into its new spot in her garden. She had little plastic stakes and would label them with the plant’s common name, its Latin name, and the date and location of its first home—all in careful calligraphy, and protected by small clear plastic sleeves. After the day’s gatherin’ and relocation was done she’d pour herself a small glass of wine and give me a glass of lemonade or soda. We’d sit on the back steps of the house and study the yard with a quiet appreciation, but I’d usually spend as much time appreciating her. I was in high school, wrestlin’ with being gay, not being a jock like the popular guys Foster or Sam probably were. I felt like a fish out of water most of the time, but with Rose I felt like I was special and part of a team.”
 
   Billy whispered, “She took me once, but we didn’t come back with anything. I got the feelin’ from her that I was cloudin’ her search, kinda like the static you get on AM radio. She was kind and gracious and sat with me on the back steps like she did with you, Jason. But I knew it would be the last time she offered to take me along.” 
 
   “Is this story,” Sam asked as he took the joint from Billy and I could see his square jaw covered in blue-black stubble for a second as he inhaled, “is this story going to get creepy or violent?” He had the original Parker pirates’ aversion to blood shed or gore, and a single drop of blood from a mosquito bite would make him turn ghost white.
 
   I nodded and realized he couldn’t see me do that in the dark. Foster put the bourbon bottle in my hand and I took a healthy swig. “Yes.” I said with a warmth tingling down my throat. 
 
   “Is it going to be...really bloody?” I could hear the anxiety in his voice and I pictured his six-foot frame quivering a little.
 
   “Nope, nuthin’ all that bloody happened—as far as I know, anyway. Maybe after...well, maybe, but it’s not part of the story I’m gonna tell. But it’s...”
 
   “Disturbing.” John finished what I was struggling with.
 
   Foster pulled me a little closer and I wondered how uncomfortable the other guys would be if they could see how hard I leaned against him, with his arms wrapped around me, while I tried to explain what happened to Ty and Rose. His chin gently nudged the back of my head to move me forward in the story.
 
   “We went gathering a lot that summer. I began to get the feelin’ that something was off, somethin’ was changing, I guess. She stopped offering me the trowel, and grew more and more quiet on our searches. We had been goin’ all over the island for her treasures, but I started to notice that we were spendin’ a lot of time on the west end of the island, heading closer to the cove with each trip.”
 
   Foster’s breath warmed my neck and his deep southern drawl sent a minor wave of shivers down my spine. “I guess it’s the cove where we—”
 
   “Yep.” I had a mental freight train roll through my brain and I could hear gunshots snapping, and I rubbed the scar on my arm. “Those trips with Rose didn’t involve murder conspiracies and treasure maps, but the lost gems do play a part in her story. I went to the cove with her a few times and was a little puzzled at the way these trips played out. She would stop like she had a plant in her sights, but I began to realize she was just studying the swamp across the creek. Out of anxiety or restlessness or something every once in a while I would do an inventory of the supplies in the basket. I was looking for her plant diary when I noticed the needle on the compass moving. I pulled it out and set the rest of the stuff down, and moved the ‘N’ toward the north and waited for the needle to settle down. It just kept swinging around behind the glass.”
 
   “Some kinda magnetic...distortion,” Billy speculated. “I’d rather have a GPS leadin’ me somewhere than a compass any day.”
 
   “Right, a compass is probably what the original Parker’s were using when they got shipwrecked here. But the thing in my hand had just gone bat-shit goofy, and when the needle finally did stop it wasn’t aimed at the north end of the island. It was pointing straight toward the spot in the swamp where Rose’s eyes were fixed. I tried to see what was so special about that spot, but I just saw trees hangin’ over black shadows in the creek. I dropped the compass into the basket and backed away from her. My movement must have shook her out of her trance, she turned away from the creek and I followed her back to her car without sayin’ a word.”
 
   Sam whispered, “You didn’t ask her what she was looking at, or for, whatever? You didn’t show her the compass?”
 
   “Nope. By then it was fall, and I was more interested in the glimpses of the guys in the locker room at school than I was about searching for plants or studyin’ spinning compasses. Back then it was just a mental burp to me, by the time I got out of her car and got into my own the whole thing was replaced by images of football players and ways to spend more time with a few of them.”
 
   Foster snorted a little laugh. “There’s nuthin’ more dangerous to a jock than a stalking hobbit.”
 
   “Whatever, douche. A few days later I was driving over to the island after school, there was a group of geeks like me that would get together and play video games, smoke a little pot, smuggle a few beers out of somebody’s parents’ fridge. Right before you get to the causeway there’s a little parking lot, really just a patch of gravel and crushed shells, next to the creek. People would launch canoes and kayaks from there in the summer, maybe take the nature trail through the edge of the swamp. But the tourists were long gone and the lot was usually empty this time of year. I glanced at the lone car parked there and realized it was Rose’s, she drove a beat up ol’ Subaru with a hatchback that was plastered with bumper stickers and window decals—political ones, funny ones, a little of everything. I made a mental note to stop there if her car was still in the parking lot when I came back across the causeway, but it was gone by the time I headed home.
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   “A few days after that Ty gave me a call and asked me to meet him at Parker’s Grill for some lunch. I was still young enough to feel a little special that he would invite me somewhere without my parents. I had gone to him for advice about teenage bullshit a few times, but it was always in his study. I met him outside of the grill and he led me inside to a booth in the back of the restaurant. He didn’t mess with any small talk about my folks or the weather or anything like that. He looked me in the eyes and asked, ‘Jason, have you been spending much time with Rose lately?’ It caught me off guard and I flashed on feelin’ guilty, like he was accusing me of having an affair with his wife or something. But I’d already talked to him about bein’ gay and teenage angst in general.”
 
   Sam jumped in. “Like your fear of doing anything involving being naked—walking backward in locker rooms to hide your junk, falling into hot tubs...”
 
   “Whatever, Sam. So, I knew Ty didn’t expect me to tell him I was bangin’ his wife. I flashed on the compass and her trance-kinda gaze at the swamp. ‘What do you mean, like what?’ I asked.
 
   “He shrugged and said, ‘She seems distant, Jason. Maybe she’s just changing hobbies or interests. I haven’t seen a new plant in the garden lately. And I’ve noticed she’s spending a little less time in the kitchen, a little less time on keeping up the house and things like that. I’ve tried to ask her about it, but she changes the subject. Sometimes she’ll get defensive and just shut down. It’s not like her, it’s not like us to not be able to talk through anything. We…we don’t keep secrets.’
 
   “I downed a couple of cheeseburgers as soon as they arrived at the table. I burped and asked him, ‘No offense, Ty, but you’re the psychiatrist, right? Do you think she might be...sick or something like that?’ I tried to think about some kind of explanation for the changes in Rose.
 
   “Ty shook his head. I noticed he hadn’t touched his food and his right hand trembled a little as he lifted his beer. ‘I used my privileges at the hospital and did some snooping. Other than routine checkups she hasn’t been to a doctor since she moved here. She just seems to be withdrawing from me, from things in general. Sleeping during the day, restless at night. God help me, but I’ve started to wonder if she’s having an affair.’
 
   “I blushed a little at that, any talk of sex by a real adult made me squirm a little. ‘Maybe,’ I said, ‘there’s another explanation. Sleeping during the day and awake at night might not mean she’s having an affair. Maybe she...I dunno, maybe she’s a vampire. Have you tried any…garlic, or looked at her in a mirror to check for a reflection?’ 
 
   “He stared at me and shook his head. ‘You know, it’s probably just a phase, maybe she’s a little homesick for New Orleans.’ He picked up the check and shook my hand. We parted ways and I knew it wasn’t just a ‘little’ anything, something big was happenin’.
 
   “I checked the parking lot next to the causeway on my way home but it was empty. I gave a vague version of the conversation to my mother and her response was, ‘I can’t see Rose banging her way through the college football team or anything like that.’ That hit a little too close to home and I felt my face warm up. ‘It’s probably just a hormonal thing, maybe she’s just bored or lonely. She should meet Ty at the door naked, or screw around with him up at the lighthouse.’ It was the second time somebody had mentioned sex today, but this time it was my mother talking and I turned a deeper shade of red.
 
   “And it’s not like I didn’t have my own hormones to deal with. With the excitement of hot guys at school and affordable broadband internet, my own horniness ruled my life most of the time.”
 
   Foster nudged my side. “You’re a dirty little hobbit.” His whole face was hard to see in the dark, but I could see some of his blond buzz cut, the whites of his eyes and his smile—his dark tan and the gloom of the night made everything else invisible.
 
   “So, anyway, about two weeks later my dad told me that Ty was missing a lot of work, and that he hardly ever saw him at the Y. I was headed over to the island to do some stuff for Bucky in the police station. I was helping him get a couple computers set up in the town hall and Bucky was clueless. And he was...well, it wasn’t exactly a crush, I guess. To me he was more like a gunslinger in the Wild West than the police chief of Parker’s Bluff. I mean, you could tell he had some pirate blood but—”
 
   Sam spoke up. “That’s my dad you’re crushing on.”
 
   I nodded into the dark. “Right. And maybe it was the difference between his Parker pirate heritage compared to him bein’ the mayor and police chief that fascinated me. The way he carried himself, the way his gun belt hung off his hip, whatever. And he had that genetically-perfect Parker killer body, I—”
 
   “Get back to the story, Jason.”
 
   “Okay, fine. So I ran by Ty’s house on my way over to town hall. It took a while for him to answer the door and I was surprised by how...worn out, how wasted and tired he looked. I followed him into the kitchen and we sat down at the table. He had a bottle of rum in front of him, he poured some into a glass and slid it over to me. ‘Thanks, Ty, but maybe I shouldn’t. I just turned seventeen—you know, drinking under age and drivin’ back home probably isn’t such a great idea.’ 
 
   “He nodded, lit a joint, and passed it to me. I thanked him and then watched as he downed the glass of rum and poured another. ‘Did your father send you over to check on Rose and me?’ I nodded and passed the joint back to him. ‘We’ve had a bug, a nasty...infection. It’s hit Rose harder than it has me, but between taking care of her and myself I’m pretty wiped out.’
 
   “I stared at his eyes and they were bloodshot—maybe from the weed, maybe the rum, but I’d cried enough to know that tears were in the mix, somewhere. ‘If curin’ a bug involves lots of pot and rum then why don’t you sneeze on me a few times? You’re a psychiatrist, you could write a prescription for me.’
 
   “I looked at him and followed his gaze, he was studying the garden. ‘When I said infection, I meant something...different. And definitely not anything you’d ever want to catch. Like I said, it’s hit Rose harder, but it’s not going to stop with a prescription. At least I don’t think so. Let me show you something.’
 
   “I followed him out to the backyard and we stood on the steps that Rose and I shared after our plant expeditions. He pointed to a side gate in the white picket fence and then gestured along the worn brick path windin’ through the plants and trees and ending at our feet. ‘Can you see the mud on the walk?’
 
   “I noticed two spotty lines of black mud leading down the walk and gradually fading as they approached the house. ‘Looks like...footprints, maybe? Like somebody with dirty feet came up the walk. I’m not a hunter, Ty, but could they be from a deer, or an elk or a bear or something?’
 
   “Ty cocked his head at me. ‘If you’ve been seeing elk on this island I think you need to reduce your swamp weed intake, Jason. But I’m reasonably sure that they’re human prints, shoeprints, I think. And this isn’t the first time. Almost every morning now, they’re here. I’ve been hosing them off so we don’t track that black dirt into the house. They keep showing up, and they’re heavier, clearer, each time. And after this morning I’m pretty sure about another thing. I think it’s just one set of prints heading through here. There’s never a set leading back to the gate’. ”
 
   Billy whispered, “A burglar, maybe? You said Rose was beautiful, maybe a stalker? And he’s right, Jason—there are no friggin’ elk on this island. By the time whoever turned around and headed out the gate the shoes had shed the dirt. That’s all.”
 
   “Okay, Billy. But Ty pointed out that there should be smudges, or swipes, shoeprints over the first set. ‘The dog won’t come out here anymore. He quit the day the first prints showed up.’ I asked him if he had an alarm on the house. ‘I hate to admit it,’ he told me, ‘but I hardly ever set it. I mean, it is Parker’s Bluff, not New York or somewhere like that. But I am starting to set it at night.’ I asked him what Rose thought of this and he tilted his head to the second story of the house. ‘When I pointed it out to her she just smiled and said it was probably a neighbor admiring the garden, or some teenager sneaking back here to smoke a joint or something.’
 
   “I considered that and glanced at my watch. ‘Those sound like likely explanations to me, Ty.’
 
   “He shook his head and looked a little panicked. ‘I don’t think so, I wish it was that simple but I don’t think so. The house feels different, Rose seems different. She always shuts our bedroom door because she hates dog hair on the comforter. Lately the dog’s been really trying hard to get into the room before she shuts the door, and when he’s on the other side of it I hear him whimpering sometimes. I even thought I heard him scratching to get in one night. Last night he growled a little, and then I heard him scooting down the hall into the spare bedroom.’
 
   “I couldn’t really put the puzzle pieces together to give Ty any good explanation as to what was goin’ on. ‘Maybe it’s the island, Ty. Seems like odd things have always happened here. It could just be a ghost from the house’s past...an echo, maybe, of someone who lived here just stirrin’ things up a little, or just visitin’. That new show about the plane crash survivors, it’s set on a pretty fu—a pretty messed up island. There’s a college—Duke, I think, that investigates ghosts and shit.’
 
   “Ty shook his head and looked around. ‘Maybe you’re right, Jason. But a little haunting around here wouldn’t be good for business. Don’t forget I treat some reasonably disturbed people in my office, right here in this house. I can’t imagine what one of them seeing muddy footprints, or spooked dogs, or God forbid a ghost, might do. Plus it’s taking a toll on me and Rose, it’s…dividing us. I even thought about putting the house on the market and moving to the mainland, but it’s been in the family for over a hundred years. I talked to Rose about going on a long vacation, maybe spending some time in New Orleans. She just laughed and said there were more ghosts there than there were here. I think it was her way of telling me to calm down, to not take things so seriously.’
 
   “I looked at my watch and remembered I was headed to the hall. ‘It’ll sort itself out, you and Rose will be fine. If you want I could mention to Bucky—to Chief Parker, that you think you might have somebody trespassing.’
 
   “He stood up and shook my hand. ‘No, let’s not bother Chief Parker just yet. In fact, maybe we should keep this between the two of us, just for now. Like I said, I don’t think it would be good for business if I were to start running around crying stalker or ghost. If anything gets...worse, we can see if he can help.’ ”
 
   
  
 

[bookmark: _Toc399775830][bookmark: _Toc399781866][bookmark: _Toc399782000][bookmark: _Toc399782188]Bucky
 
   “It was an ego boost knowin’ that I had a secret, a pact, with an adult who treated me like an equal. I drove over to the hall and walked into the police station in a pretty good mood. When I got there I found Bucky in the mayor’s office sorting through paperwork. His face lit up when he saw me and pointed at the pile. When I got close to him he sniffed my jacket and gave me a mild look of disapproval. All the smells coming from him were masculine scents—Dial and Old Spice and a little talc and shaving cream from the barber shop. We sorted though some things and I started to set up computer files so he could make sense of it all. He’d moved over to the couch and was stretched out with his eyes shut when he asked, ‘So, why were you late? Did football practice run late or something?’ He had opened one eye and was studyin’ me for a reaction. I shrugged and kept typing. ‘I mean, you aimin’ for the quarterback’s slot is a stretch, but I guess a tight end wouldn’t be out of the question.’ 
 
   “I stopped typing and glared at him, but it was hard to get mad at Bucky. He had the Parker men’s good looks and he also had a good-natured view on the world in general, and he treated everyone on the island, including the Rumpholts, who were once the victims of the Parkers’ botched and only act of piracy, like one big family. I thought about Ty and Rose, and how I could dig for information without breaking Ty’s trust. ‘Bucky, Chief, it’s not too far away from Halloween, and I was thinking about a good costume. You know, somethin’ different—a local tale, a ghost or mystery... a hauntin’, somethin’ like that. A Parker’s Bluff skeleton in the closet, I guess.’
 
   “He stood up from the couch and stretched to the point it seemed like his hands would hit the ceiling, and I looked up to see his answer. ‘Hell, Jason, there are so many skeletons on this island that they have their own friggin’ town meetin’s.’ He rubbed his eyes and grinned. ‘First of all, you’re not really goin’ door to door trick or treatin’, are you? You’re a little old for that, but at your size I’d guess you could get away with it.’ I told him it was for Ronnie Parker’s party and he frowned—”
 
   Billy cut in from the darkness and I could just make out his shadow. “You weren’t friends with Ronnie back then were you? You’d have been a sophomore, he was probably workin’ on his third try at being a senior—before he dropped out altogether. Why were you gonna go to a party that douche was throwing?”
 
   I was just about sitting in Foster’s lap and his voice came out of his chest and through his mouth by my ear, and I shivered in a good way. “Billy, you dumb redneck, it was Jason’s cover story! He just wanted to pick Bucky’s brain about local ghosts or spirits or something. Right, Jason?”
 
   “He’s right, Billy. But you’re right, too. Ronnie was older than me, way dumber than me, and already workin’ on his lengthy but not surprisin’ criminal record. My parents hadn’t lived on the island in twenty years—we just stayed at the house there for a month or so in the summer, and they weren’t really big on the island’s history. I figured Bucky’d know all of the stories and one of them might involve muddy footprints or spinning compasses. ‘You know, Chief, I want to stand out in the crowd.’
 
   “He laughed and said, ‘Then you need to wear a costume that involves wearing stilts—maybe a pine tree, or a lighthouse, maybe a—’
 
   “I tried to get him back on track. ‘It needs to be a local legend or something—I need to come up with a story for AP English, too. I want to kill two birds with one stone. What’s the one about the witch in the swamp?’ I wasn’t exactly sure why that story had popped into my head, but I figured it was a good place to start.
 
   “He sat down on one of the chairs in front of the desk and spun in it like some kid in his father’s office. He picked a pen up off the desk and chewed on it while he talked. ‘Everybody around here knows that one. Jonas Parker’s wife, Elizabeth, supposedly went a little crazy, and the colonists or pirates or Rumpholts—most ever’body on the island, they all thought she was on the verge of boilin’ some virgins, maybe makin’ eye of newt pies, and just generally witchin’ up the place. A couple of settlers claimed they saw her standing at the edge of the water in the cove with a small child in her arms. They said she was hummin’, starin’ at the swamp, and wading deeper into the water. The baby wasn’t hers, she and Jonas didn’t have any kids, though he did have two sons with his second wife. When they took the child from Elizabeth they realized it was Reverend Parker’s son. The Reverend Parker had been a pickpocket in England, but he found religion on the island when he realized there was more money in it. There was some kind of a trial and they found Elizabeth guilty of attempting to feed the child to the alligators and general witchcraft. As head of the community it was up to Jonas to come up with a just punishment for the crime. He shot down a firing squad, so to speak. He knew the Parker pirates were a little too squeamish to hang her, or burn her at a post, and a guillotine would have induced comas. He was also truly in love with her, even though she was makin’ bat and weasel party mix or whatnot. So he comes up with a plan, a scheme that involved the swamp and needed the help of the local Indians.’
 
   “I was trying to pay attention to his story and not the way his uniform stretched across his chest or the way the black stubble on his face was so dark it had a blue sheen in the right light. His arms—”
 
   “Uh, Jason, you’re getting a little off topic,” Sam said. “And again, that’s my father you’re drooling over. Doesn’t Jason describin’ my dad that way bother you, Foster, even just a little?”
 
   Foster casually told him, “No offense, Sam, but your dad became gator bait before I even met Jason. But it does explain why Jason had such a crush on you when you first got here.”
 
   “You think the chief really felt like that, Foster?”
 
   “Everybody on the island knew that, Bo.”
 
   “Enough, y’all! So, Sam’s father—a giant blob, a troll who I could barely stand to look at, tells me that Jonas declared to the town that Elizabeth was to be left in the swamp to feed the alligators and other creatures. Everybody agreed that was a good punishment—being exiled to the swamp was a surefire death sentence, and one that nobody would have to actually witness. What they didn’t know was that Jonas had met with the chief of the tribe out there. The two men agreed that for a decent amount of pirate treasure the tribe would feed and shelter Elizabeth, so that she could live out her years in relative comfort. If they saw a clear chance to get her to an English settlement on the mainland they would take her there and convince someone to carry her north, maybe to Charleston or a larger town where she could disappear. ‘So,’ Bucky explained, ‘the plan went pretty well. A few of the Parker men took her up a small dark creek, into a deep part of the swamp, and left her there on a tiny patch of dry ground. The Indians were waiting in a stand of tall pines and took her in.’ 
 
   “I pictured war-painted butt naked Native Americans coming out of the shadows and takin’ her back to their village. An English woman who didn’t speak their language, cast away from her own village, and living at their mercy, for a crime she didn’t commit. ‘So,’ Bucky told me, ‘she grew to hate the Parker’s and even the Rumpholts, but especially her husband. She mourned the loss of her previous life, but she was a survivor and quickly became a part of the tribe. A young brave, or whatever’s politically correct to call him, began courting her and they fell in love. He was tall, handsome, and a leader of the tribe. He reminded her of Jonas as far as looks, but she could see a gentleness and kindness in him that Jonas just didn’t have. The two were married in a grove of cypress at the edge of the creek, under a full moon, and quickly became inseparable.’ ”
 
   
  
 

[bookmark: _Toc399775831][bookmark: _Toc399781867][bookmark: _Toc399782001][bookmark: _Toc399782189]Jonas
 
   “Bucky told me that after a few months Jonas began to wonder what had happened to his wife, and secretly went into the swamp to see if he could find out. He ran into some Indian women gatherin’ roots or whatever and they told him about Elizabeth’s marriage and her happiness. Jonas couldn’t stand it, couldn’t stand the idea of Elizabeth’s new life without him. He decided to bribe her to move to the settlement on the mainland so he could see her without the islanders finding out. He began sending small packages to her with love letters and some treasure to lure her back.”
 
   Sam whispered in my direction, “Gold or jewels?”
 
   “Jewels. Fine diamonds, rubies, emeralds, sapphires—part of the Rumpholts’ treasure that everybody had thought was lost with the ship.”
 
   Billy sounded excited. “So the treasure hunters are right to keep huntin’! Jonas wouldn’t have given away all of the loot, there must be more somewhere.”
 
   “Maybe, Billy. Betty and Trey thought so, and lots of other people have been trying to find what’s left of the gold. Bucky told me Jonas would send a new letter and a few more gems every week or so, still begging for her to leave the ‘red devils’ and her new husband for some kind of life with him. ‘Elizabeth would laugh and tear the letters into shreds, but she wasn’t stupid—she kept the gems and buried them by a tree,’ Bucky said. ‘She was way too happy with her new life and her new friends, there was no way she was going to leave everything to become Jonas’s mistress. By then it was getting closer to winter, it became darker and colder in the swamp. Elizabeth had managed to poison her brave against Jonas and the other Parkers, and she convinced him to rattle the nerves of the islanders who had branded her a witch and abandoned her. If they wanted a witch then they would get one, she told him.’
 
   “According to Bucky, the newlyweds would sneak into Parker’s Bluff in the middle of the night and pay visits to the Parkers. She would leave small trinkets on their hearths—a few glass beads, some sweet breads and biscuits, a few strips of venison jerky, simple treats for the few folks who had been kind to her. Her husband was the bad guy, he would sneak into houses and leave more ominous things—small straw figures with limbs dipped in blood, the eyes of various swamp creatures, dead water moccasins posed in a coil as if they were ready to strike, things generally meant to scare the shit out of Elizabeth’s enemies.”
 
   Foster muttered, “Kind of an especially disturbin’ game of trick or treat.”
 
   “That’s what it seemed like, until the tricks turned really evil. She would leave live snakes on the hearth, huge snakes sluggish from the cold of the swamp but warmed by the coals in the hearth, and incredibly hostile when woken up from their sleep. And figures of specific settlers costumed and accurate in every detail, they would be beheaded or pierced with tiny arrows. Sometimes they would leave little sweet cakes, treats that looked delicious but were laced with hallucinogenic mushrooms and whatnot. ‘Even the village idiot,’ Bucky told me, ‘could see that it was the mischief of Elizabeth, a witch hauntin’ them from hell. But Jonas, he knew odds were that a very much alive Elizabeth was tauntin’ him. And he turned from trying to win her back to wipin’ her off the face of the Earth. One evenin’ he waited for the couple at the edge of the swamp and ambushed them. His rage was wild, there was a struggle but he somehow managed to overpower them. He tied them up and set them at the base of a tree, and had the brave watch as he put a dagger through Elizabeth’s heart. The Indian wept and then threw himself into the cold waters of the creek to end his life and to join his wife in the afterlife. Jonas knew that the brave was bound tightly and watched as the life drained out his body and he drifted face down in the creek. He took a lock of Elizabeth’s hair and cut off the finger that she wore her wedding band from Jonas on, and then pushed her into the creek to join her new husband in hell.’ 
 
   “With the Parker pirates bein’ so squeamish or whatnot, Jonas passed out from the bloodiness and the exhaustion of the double murder. When he came to, the swamp was quiet and the rise of the tide had washed the blood away from the crime scene. He rowed back to the island and showed everybody his proof that Elizabeth was indeed dead. He reasoned with them that he was mistaken when he sent her into the swamp, they should have burned her at the stake or drowned her like a proper witch. After everyone recovered from the sight of the severed finger, Jonas told them the curse of her visits could only be ended by a proper Christian anti-witch burial ceremony. They made a little raft and placed the finger, the lock of hair, and a few smoldering chunks of peat moss on it. They had some kind of service, a kind of exorcism, funeral, witch-disposal thing down at the base of the bluffs, and then pushed the little vessel out into the channel toward the sound. They all watched silently as the raft burst into flames and then sank as it drifted down the inlet toward the ocean. A few of the witnesses wrote in their journals about an unusual amount of birds circlin’ the burning raft.
 
   “I thought about the story he told and wondered why I’d never heard the whole thing. I knew some of the parents of Parker kids would threaten their kids with a visit from the swamp witch if they misbehaved, but I thought it was like the legend of Jolly Roger, the giant alligator—just a myth, a fable or whatnot to keep spoiled kids on their best behavior.”
 
   “But,” Billy pointed out, “you know better than anybody Jolly Roger wasn’t a myth—you killed his great-great-great grandson.”
 
   I glanced around the swamp and couldn’t see shit. I wondered if I cut on a flashlight and aimed it out into the gloom how many pairs of glowing eyes would shine back. I shivered some more and Foster stood up and walked over to our supplies. I heard a zipping and when he got back to me he wrapped us up in a sleeping bag. “Yeah, I killed a big ass gator, so now everybody knows that it wasn’t a myth at all. But y’all, c’mon, it’s easier to believe in mutant gators than a love story where the main player is a witch.
 
   “So, I asked Bucky why I hadn’t heard the whole story before or nobody’d ever threatened me with the witch. ‘That’s simple, you’re a Rumpholt. Elizabeth didn’t hold anything too serious against your ancestors. She saw you as victims of the Parkers for the most part, just like she was.’
 
   “I asked him if the craziness stopped after Elizabeth’s demented little Viking funeral, but I think I already knew the answer. Bucky shrugged and said, ‘I can tell you a little more, but Betty’s done some research on it in the archives here in the hall—’ ”
 
   “The crazy Betty, the same one you blew to pieces in the cove?” Foster asked me as he wrapped the sleeping bags tighter around us.
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   “She was just a semi-cranky old lady back then, Foster. She probably was searching for treasure maps in those old documents, but it was before she started collectin’ cats and joining murder conspiracies. So anyway, Bucky tells me according to some of the records from back then things got really cranked up the next October. ‘But this time it seems like it was her husband, not Elizabeth, who stirred up the trouble in town. People started noticing big muddy footprints in all kinds of fu—messed up places. On rooftops, up walls, sometimes starting inside the front door of a house and leading to the bedroom door. Jonas had gone a little bat-shit crazy on account of his crimes, and the Indian focused on him. The leader of the Parkers began to talk about odd sounds coming from his roof on moonless nights, he told a few friends it sounded like a huge bird was perchin’ up there sometimes.’
 
   “Bucky suddenly announced he was due back in the police station and I followed him down the hall. I realized what time it was and hopped in my car to head home. I thought about the muddy footprints and Ty’s anxiety and wondered if the current situation had something to do with Elizabeth and Jonas Parker.
 
   “I fell back into my usual routine but hadn’t quite forgotten about Ty and Rose, or Bucky’s tale, when I got a text from Rose askin’ me to swing by her house when I had the chance. When I got there after school I knocked on the front door but there was no answer. I followed the path and went through the back gate. She was sitting on the steps, sipping from a coffee mug and wearing one of Ty’s sweaters against the cold. She smiled when she noticed me and patted the spot next to her. For a little while we just sat there staring at the garden. A few of the more tender plants had begun to go limp in the chilly air, others were shedding leaves.
 
   “She finally turned to me and I got a good look at how worn, how defeated she looked. She sighed and then said, ‘This might be the last time we get to admire our summer gatherings, Jason. I wonder how this garden will look next year. Ty’s never had much of a green thumb, and you’ll be busy with things teenagers should be enjoying.’ I blushed when she said, ‘You’ll be falling in love, or at least doing things that men obsess about when they’re young. And I’ll be gone. I think I’ll miss you almost as much as I’ll miss Ty.’ 
 
   “My mind started throwing out all kinds of panic when she said that. I pictured her gone, permanently gone—cancer, cheatin’, drugs, whatever. ‘I don’t get it, Rose. Ty told me you’ve been sick, and no offense but you’re not lookin’ so good right now. But I feel like something...else, somethin’ really friggin’ crazy, is goin’ on here.’ I stared at the walkways but didn’t see any mud, although they did seem to have a wet sheen on them.
 
   She looked at me with a little anger in her eyes. ‘Ty wants me to go to the hospital for a full workup. He thinks it’s a tumor or something eating away at me. Or maybe drugs, but it seems to me like he’s the one with that problem. Then he puts on his psychiatrist’s hat and probes my mind, my heart. And I’m not cheating on him, if that’s what anybody thinks.’ I turned red again. ‘It’s complicated, it’s...terrible and exciting and sad and dangerous, all at the same time. Sometimes I feel like a girl waiting for her wedding day, and other days I wonder if my own funeral is his plan.’
 
   “I tried to understand what she meant by that last thing. ‘Ty wouldn’t ever hurt you, Rose! He loves you, he’s worried about you, you’re everything to him. All he wants to do is help you, understand you—understand what’s goin’ on.’
 
   “She stared at a peach tree at the far end of the yard. With Ty’s sweater hanging over her hands and pulled down to her knees she looked like a scared little girl. She pushed a wisp of long black hair away from her face. ‘I know he’d never hurt me, it’s not in his heart to hurt anybody. And I don’t think there’d really be a funeral. Because I don’t think there would be a body to bury.’ She shivered and sighed and then she walked back into the house and locked the door behind her.
 
   “I drove home, and for the first time that fall I turned on the heat in my car. I breathed in the warm, burnt, dusty air coming out of the vents and still felt cold and lost. I felt a little anger, too—angry that Ty and Rose would draw me into their...troubles. Angry at myself for wantin’ to know more and forget all of it at the same time. I thought about turnin’ around and finding Bucky to pass this bullshit off to him, to anybody else but me. Then I considered heading on home and telling my parents. But I knew all of them would want to dive in and help Rose, Ty, and me to sort everything out. I figured at this point it would just stir the pot more, just make everything more confusin’ to me than it already was.
 
   “I was in school the next day and couldn’t focus on algebra, or the War of 1812, or the reproductive system of a worm before it becomes a moth or whatever.”
 
   “I always kind of wondered,” Foster sounded serious. “Do they lay eggs like a snake, or split like an amoeba? I’m fairly sure they don’t turn into moths, Jason.”
 
   I elbowed him under the sleeping bag. “Like I said, I really wasn’t paying attention. I was in the showers after gym class when I thought of one other adult who might be able to help me put the pieces of this clusterfuck together.”
 
   Sam laughed. “You weren’t staring at naked classmates or something like that? Or trying to hide behind a shower pole or something?”
 
   I was sure he could feel me glaring at him even in the pitch black of the camp. “No, I wasn’t. But I gotta admit it was tempting. No, when I was in there I was always in such a panic, always feeling exposed or whatever, that I would try and keep my mind on other things—current events, the latest book I was reading, baseball—”
 
   Billy whispered, “Baseball should have done the trick, you know absolutely nuthin’ about sports.”
 
   John added, “A lot of guys think about that kind of stuff when they’re in a...sexually tense spot. Although I can honestly say it never happened to me in a men’s locker room. If I’d been in the girl’s showers then I would have thought about nuclear war, and even that probably wouldn’t have helped.”
 
   Sam spoke like the clueless sex ed teacher I had in school. “It’s perfectly natural for a young man to have...urges, physical reactions, at inconvenient times. And that baseball trick is something every guy does at some point. I’ve done it when I’m with some hot girl and I don’t want to, you know, too early. But when you’re that age you can sport wood if the wind hits it the right way.”
 
   “So, anyway, I’m in the shower and trying to think...calming thoughts, and the one thing that could kill all thoughts of sex was the image of Betty Parker.”
 
   Foster patted me on the head and asked, “Even before you shredded her with a shoulder-held rocket?”
 
   “She had a creepy edge to her back then, and she always smelled like mothballs and...dried farts. But I realized she was a part of the puzzle, she could help me with the story about Jonas Parker and Elizabeth. I was beginning to think that history was somehow repeating itself, or at least was a fuzzy rerun of itself. I went to the town hall after school and ran into Bucky in the hallway. ‘Did you figure it out, yet, Jason?’
 
   “My stomach did a few rolls, then I realized which it he was talkin’ about. ‘The costume for the party? Nope. If I had a girl to go with me so I could be the Indian, and she could be Elizabeth, then maybe I could pull it off. But it seems too complex, you know for a party that Ronnie’s throwing. Do you have any other ideas?’
 
   “He had his thumbs hooked in his pockets and was drumming his other fingers really close to his fly, and it was hard to focus on what he was saying. He said something about the alligator story, but just then I saw Betty turn a corner down the hallway. He saw her too, and pointed. ‘That’s the lady you should talk to you, Jason. Betty knows more about this island’s history than anybody around here. She’ll have some ideas for a costume. And she can finish the tale of swamp witch, although there’s not much else to tell.’ I nodded and took off after her.
 
   “When the high school was closed and the building was converted into the town hall, a lot of the old school equipment was just left there—the students were assigned to the new school on the mainland and they didn’t need all of the 1950’s crap that was left in the old building. Betty had commandeered several of the old classrooms on the first floor. She turned some of them into a sort of town museum—artifacts from the first few years after the Parkers and Rumpholts were shipwrecked here, oil paintings of local leaders and visiting dignitaries, handcrafted pottery and looms and whatnot. I found her in a room full of cabinets and binders that held tons of musty-smelling paperwork.
 
   “She hadn’t abandoned her cat eye glasses or beehive-ish hairdo yet, and she was skinny from smokin’ too much. She looked up and saw me and she gave me an odd smile. ‘What brings you in here, Jason? Usually when you’re here you’re following Bucky around like a love-struck school girl.’ That made me cringe a little, I was still kind of in the closet and I didn’t like it when people had me figured out like that. ‘So, why are you in this room? A school research project or something?’
 
   “I gave her a vague version of what I told Bucky, that I was doing research on Parker’s Bluff legends or ghost stories, whatever was good for a Halloween-themed English paper that was due. ‘Bucky told me to talk to you, he told me some of the Elizabeth Parker story about the Indians and the murders and shi—stuff. And I’ve heard a little about the alligator story but I’m looking for somethin’ spookier, I guess. I just want somethin’ good and scary for...the paper. Like I said, Bucky told me to check with you, and I was just curious about how the old swamp witch story ended. Did Jonas go crazy from his guilt or was there a real ghost, or ghosts, getting revenge?’
 
   “Betty gave me a hard look, then she turned her upper lip into a curl that she must have thought was a smile. ‘I told Bucky everything I know about that story, so I’m sure he gave you the details.’ She was still working on that odd expression on her face, and I felt like I was watching a clown’s makeup melt. ‘I think ending the story with Jonas going insane would be a good place to leave it. So, that’s all I can really tell you.’
 
   “She was spookin’ me, but I damn sure knew there was something missin’ from the end of that story. She buried her head in a gigantic leather-bound ledger and was obviously workin’ on ignoring me. I knew exactly what I wanted to ask but it felt a little like shoving my hand into a wasp’s nest. ‘Betty, Mrs. Parker, is that really how it ended? Did somethin’ happen after Jonas went crazy? Isn’t there more to it than that?’
 
   “She responded with a single stinger instead of a swarm. ‘Like I said, for a child’s school paper that’s all you need. Run along and find Bucky, Jason. I have actual work to do.’ She gave me this evil-ass stare and turned away. I couldn’t figure out why she was gettin’ pissed about an old ghost story.” 
 
   “Maybe,” Sam speculated, “she was having a premonition that you’d be her killer.”
 
   “At the time I think I decided she was just a mean old bitch, or witch, something like that. I know I didn’t have a premonition that ten years later she’d be aiming a shotgun at my head before I blew her up.”
 
   Billy let out a low chuckle. “But you gotta admit it’s funny how things turn out.”
 
   “Yeah, Billy. It’s fuckin’ hysterical. Anyway, I left there for home in a hurry. When I got there my mom was cooking dinner—tofu, raisins, some kind of root, and broccoli stalks.”
 
   “I’m beginning to understand why you’re so clueless about cooking meat,” Sam commented.
 
   “Exactly. I told her what I had learned about Jonas, Elizabeth and the brave. I asked her why she’d never threatened me with the witch. ‘It’s just not a Rumpholt family tradition, I guess. Plus, you’ve always been a good kid. I think I remember your father threatening to feed you to a gator occasionally, that usually did the trick.’ ”
 
   
  
 

[bookmark: _Toc399775833][bookmark: _Toc399781869][bookmark: _Toc399782003][bookmark: _Toc399782191]Who’s the Owl?
 
   “When I pushed her about the rest of the legend, about what happened after the recently murdered began haunting the island, she turned back to her veggie nightmare and shook her head. ‘Like I said, I’m not really an expert at the ghost stories over on the Bluffs. But I think Bucky and Betty are right. If you leave it at the first year they came back as ghosts it should be scary enough. Elizabeth turning into a real witch, the Native American becoming an owl ghost—’
 
   “That caught my attention. ‘What the hell is an owl ghost?’
 
   “She shrugged her shoulders. ‘The Parker parents would use the witch to get their kids in line. The ghost of him, though, the little bit I heard of that was more of an adult story—odd whooshing-flapping noises on October nights, scratching on the roof that was probably just tree branches, and pets or farm animals found half-eaten on chilly mornin’s. I think it’s been an unspoken rule that those things are pretty much kept from even the most obnoxious kids. With the owl ghost it’s a little more dangerous, more adult stuff.’ She threw some little shreds of soybean cheese into the skillet and I cringed. ‘I’ve just heard bits and pieces of that—from girls in school, bonfires on the beach, parties in basements, Parker guys that I...dated. Bucky may tell more of the story to you. I don’t really know if he will or won’t, but there have been a lot of police chiefs and cops or whatever, on his branch of the Parker family tree. Maybe one of them turned up more of the story. Oh, you know what? I talked to Ty the other day at the grocery store and he mentioned that old story, too. And he didn’t look so good, I’m not sure what’s going on with him and Rose. I just hope it’s not...permanent.’
 
   “I went up to my room after dinner and dug into my secret stash of Twinkies, cheese puffs and Slim Jims while I waited for my pc to boot up. I actually did have a writing assignment for English, and I thought maybe if I put everything together on paper it might make more sense. I added up all the parts, all the pieces, of this mystery and all it did was make me more convinced that Jonas and Elizabeth might have something to do with the odd shit goin’ on at Ty’s. But one thing that I couldn’t figure out was why or how the two things could happen over three hundred years apart. What triggered everything now, you know?
 
   “The next day was a Saturday, and I went over to hang out with Pete Parker and his girlfriend, Cindy. I asked Pete what he knew ‘bout the Parker witch story, and all he could say was it was a kid’s story, a local Halloween kind of thing. ‘I remember bits and pieces of it,’ he told me. ‘But compared to the slasher movies in the theaters and on TV it’s really not much of a scary story. Just a witch playing trick or treat.’ It was a warm sunny day, so Pete drove the three of us up to the top of the bluffs. We sat at the base of the sorry attempt of a lighthouse that past Parkers’d tried to build—it really wasn’t much more than a crumbled circular pile of brick and mortar. We smoked a joint and talked about school, about parents, whatever. After a few hours we got bored and hungry, so we rode into town to get some pizza. When we were done eating they headed off one way and I walked backed to my car. When I was in front of the town hall I saw Bucky’s Suburban parked at the curb and walked into the station.
 
   “He was half-asleep at a desk, leaning back in his chair with his long legs sprawled over the desktop. When he noticed me he yawned and I pictured what he’d look like waking up in his bed, standing up and stretching all those muscles, padding to the bathroom maybe naked, maybe in some boxers—”
 
   I felt a pebble hit my forehead and jumped a little. Sam warned me, “If you don’t stop these mental porn films about my father I’m going to start describing what I’d like to do to your mother, and I can tell you it will involve chocolate syrup, cucumbers, and some farm animals—”
 
   “Alright! Okay, Sam. So, when Bucky stands up he gives me a big grin. ‘As much time as you spend here I may have to add you to the town payroll. Maybe make you Assistant Chief of Police—get you a squirt gun, some Ray Bans, maybe a uniform, if they sell ‘em in the kid’s section of Wal-Mart.’
 
   “I just kind of laughed, but the kid’s clothing joke kind of hurt. ‘I was over here seeing Pete and Cindy.’ I willed myself to be taller and more ripped like all the Parker guys, but I knew it’d never happen. ‘I figured I’d wrap up the computer stuff while I’m on the island, and I had a couple of questions about the witch tale.’
 
   “A shadow or somethin’ went over his face and he shook his head. ‘There’s really not much else to tell. Jonas left reality in the rear view mirror, plain and simple. He would rattle on about owls and ghosts and crap to anybody who would listen. His second wife up and left him after she found him in the yard yelling at a feather. A few people heard his confession of his plans for Elizabeth and the murders he committed, some people believed him and others didn’t. My grandfather told me that he even showed a few people the dagger used to stop Elizabeth’s heart, and it still had dark stains on the carved ivory handle that may or may not have been blood. One November mornin’ his housekeeper found him dead on the patch of ground and broken branches that used to be Elizabeth’s rose garden.’ 
 
   “I asked Bucky if his death was odd, if anything was strange about ol’ Jonas’s passin’. Bucky scratched his head and leaned against the desk as he strapped on his utility belt with his gun and other stuff around his waist. ‘Let’s see, an old crazy guy wanders out on a freezing night and happens to die where the wife he murdered kept her rose bushes. There’s nothin’—wait, there was one other thing my grandfather passed along to me. When they went to move him inside, to let him thaw out so he’d fit in a casket the right way, one of the men noticed some feathers in his right hand. White feathers, like from an owl or hawk, or some other kinda decent-size bird.’
 
   “I asked him if that was it, if anything else happened after the murderer’s death. Bucky picked up the keys to his police car and shook his head. ‘Not that I remember, Jason. I mean, a few other odd things have happened around Parker’s Bluff, but nuthin’ really related to that story. So, now you don’t need to dig around anymore, you’ve got the whole story. I’m going out to make a quick patrol of the island and then head home to catch the Florida State game. Have a good weekend, Jason.’ He grinned and said, ‘Do yourself a favor and get yourself laid this weekend, son. You’ve been way too serious lately.’ ” 
 
   
  
 

[bookmark: _Toc399775834][bookmark: _Toc399781870][bookmark: _Toc399782004][bookmark: _Toc399782192]The Swamp
 
   “I drove back over the causeway, and as I was passin’ the little parking lot on the mainland end I saw Rose’s car parked there. There were a few more cars sittin’ in the lot this time, the warm sunny weather had drawn some folks out to run and bike on the nature trails. I pulled in at the last minute and slid a little on the gravel and oyster shells. I came close to taking out the Subaru, but at the last minute I slid to a stop. I didn’t see Rose around her car so I started walking down one of the trails, hoping to find her just enjoyin’ the day and not roaming around for anything…else in the swamp.
 
   “After I got past the first few pines on the trail the sun disappeared and the air turned cooler, muggier. I passed fewer and fewer people the deeper in I went. I kept goin’ until the trail ended in a wide loop. After that I chose a deer path that ran south and deeper into the swamp. There were bogs of cypress trees, scraggly spots of pine, and bushes chewed on by deer or beavers or something. My scent and footsteps must have startled a few animals, every once in a while there’d be a crash when a deer, or a cow or somethin’ would run away—”
 
   “I don’t believe there are any wild cows in the swamp, Jason.” John commented.
 
   “Fine, but there were big things crashin’ and splashin’ to get out of my way.”
 
   “You startled them,” Foster said. “I bet they’d never seen an actual hobbit before.” I tried to pull away from him but he kept me wrapped up in the sleepin’ bag.
 
   “Funny. So, I kept going deeper into the swamp hoping to find Rose, some kind of clues or something. Where the path the deer had cleared would dip I’d find myself squishing and sliding through slick black mud. I reached a rise in the swamp, a twenty-by-twenty patch of land under some tall old pines. The ground underneath was clear of bushes or weeds, it was a carpet of pine straw with clumps of pine cones crunching under my feet. On the edges of the tiny island there were about five more paths all leadin’ in different directions. It was dead quiet and chillier that far in, and I figured the swamp creatures were sleepin’ or had moved South. It really was spooky quiet, you couldn’t hear a single chipmunk hoppin’ around in the trees.”
 
   Billy whispered, “Snakes and gators don’t really migrate anywhere, Jason. And I’m not sure that chipmunks live here—”
 
   “Whatever, the year that we covered animal species and shit in Biology, that was the year I was stalking two lacrosse players who sat in front of me in class, Billy. I barely passed. But the point is that it was still, eerie, this deep in and I had no idea which direction to go. I was sitting there in the pine straw and thinkin’ it was time to go back to the car when I noticed some holes in the ground. They weren’t really big holes, or all that deep. What gave them away were the little mounds of pine straw next to them. I jumped a friggin’ mile when Rose said, ‘Jason, you really shouldn’t be this far out here. You could get lost or ...what are you doing out here?’
 
   “She was hanging on to a clump of flowers and had a trowel in one hand. ‘I saw your car and thought maybe I’d find you on the nature trail, Rose. I guess I zoned out or something like that, I hadn’t noticed how far out I came.’
 
   “She was wearing jeans and hooded sweatshirt. Her hair hung loose around her shoulders, her makeup was a little smudged around her eyes, and as beautiful as she always was I could see a little...difference in her. It was like she had changed, she looked like she could be her mother, her daughter—she looked timeless. Like a portrait someone painted or a pic that had been taken and filtered somehow. She held up the flowers and told me, ‘A little end of the year gathering. I found them out here, I’ve never noticed them before.’ They were tiny red flowers, little versions of roses. ‘They have decent roots, I think maybe if I plant them in the garden now they might come back in the spring.’ She pulled her hood over her head and looked around at the black water and pines. ‘Walk me back to my car, my little Jason. Sometimes it just gets...lonely out here.’ We walked back in silence and when we got to the parking lot she gave me a brief hug. ‘I’m sorry you’re caught up in all of this, Jason. But you’re safe, I promise. And if Ty could just...be at peace with things, he’ll be okay, too. I need for you to do that, Jason. When the time comes, and it’s comin’ fast now, you’ll need to help Ty.’ Before I could ask her what the hell that meant she opened her car door and sat down. As she started the car I could see the little group of dwarf roses and I noticed something else. Tucked in with the flowers were feathers. They were downy white things, large with fuzzy edges. Her car backed away from me and I felt panic and fear and sadness all at the same time.
 
   “The next day it rained nonstop and I caught up on homework. Despite my obsession with the jocks at the high school I still needed to pass—”
 
   “You never lost that obsession,” Sam said. “Look at how you hang on to Foster, he’s exactly the kind of guy you stalked in school, I bet.”
 
   “I get stalked a lot,” Foster said with enough satisfaction to confirm the size of his ego. “Sometimes it’s creepy, but with the chief here it’s a good thing. It’s a happy kind of stalking. And it’s mutual.”
 
   John sighed, “Let’s end the love fest and get back to the story, Jason. But first, let’s take a five minute break.”
 
   Sam’s voice rose as he stood up, “Yep, I’m gonna take a tour of the camp real quick. Just in case.”
 
   The rest of the guys wandered back toward the canoes. I could hear a few bottles clinking and a few streams hitting the black water surrounding us. I was watering a bush when I heard something moving behind me, and I jumped when Foster put his hand on my shoulder. “True ghost stories, bourbon, weed, a hunt for an escaped lunatic,” he slapped my ass, “and things that go bump in the night—this is one helluva sleepover you’ve put together, Bo.”
 
   We all gathered back around the stone ring and settled back in. “Okay, fellas. After I saw Rose that day I had a major distraction in my life. I met Jonas when we were leavin’ school. He was parked next to me.”
 
   John sounded skeptical. “You met a 300-year-old pirate in high school? And he had his own car?” 
 
   “No, John, not that Jonas Parker. My Jonas, or my ex-Jonas, whatever. The guy I moved to New York with.”
 
   “The guy who’s sittin’ in jail right now for, among other things, tryin’ to kill you?” Billy asked.
 
   “Some relationships end worse than others, Billy,” I explained. “He was a year younger, we had different classes and schedules. He was a Parker, a direct descendent of the Jonas in this story. So of course he was tall, dark and handsome. He played on almost every team at school—wrestling, basketball, baseball, and lacrosse. We talked at school more often and made some vague plans to hangout on weekends and whatnot. I was so caught up in the hope of that it caught me off guard when Ty called me and basically begged me to come over.
 
   “It was a Thursday or Friday, and I’d gone over to the island to see Bucky, and maybe dig around in the town archives to see if I could find out anything more about Elizabeth. So when Ty called I hopped in the car and was at his front door in about five minutes. He opened it before I could even knock and hustled me into his study. He had lost even more weight, his cheeks were sunken in and his eyes were dim and watery. A gaunt, black, Abraham Lincoln was staring at me like he was watching a losing battle. ‘Jason, I’ve known you since your mother gave birth to you, but we need to part ways—maybe for a week, maybe a month, maybe longer. I know you’ve tried to help, and I appreciate your...discretion. It’s wrong of me and Rose to keep you in this mess. I can’t ask you to try and help, to understand all of this, or even believe me when I tell you it’s your time to walk away.’
 
   “I started turning red and I could feel my pulse in my ears and in my throat. ‘No, Ty, I’m not gonna do that! I care too much, and I feel like I’m close to figurin’ out some things that might help you two.’
 
   “I watched as he poured a glass of clear something, somethin’ that I was sure wasn’t water. I took in the smell of the office, all swamp weed and sweat and spilled liquor. There were pills of different sizes and colors lined up along the edge of his desk. ‘Trying to help us, trying to figure this out, Jason—is something you’d regret, something that could ruin you. Look at me, look at what’s happened to me. I haven’t seen a patient in weeks, I’ve barely been out of the house. I seriously doubt I’ll ever walk in that damn garden again. And things are just getting worse. Rose is sleeping in the guest room now, she keeps telling me to keep the dog with me and keep my door locked at night. With all the shit going on in the house now I’m considering putting a deadbolt on my bedroom door.’
 
   “I stared at him and I began to believe he was right, that I shouldn’t be involved in this shit. But I just couldn’t stand to see all this hurt. ‘So, what, exactly, is goin’ on?’
 
   “I followed him to the door of the study and he paused before he opened it. ‘I’m going to show you what life’s like around here these days, and nights. I’m going to show you everything, and then you’ll walk out the front door and hop into your car and you’ll never come back here again, at least not until I tell you it’s safe to. Please don’t tell Bucky, your friends, and especially not your parents, what you’re about to see. If you tell anyone you may end up in the room next to me in some mental hospital far away from here.’ ”
 
   
  
 

[bookmark: _Toc399775835][bookmark: _Toc399781871][bookmark: _Toc399782005][bookmark: _Toc399782193]It’s Getting Stranger
 
   “I nodded and he led me out of the room and toward the back of the house. He pointed at a muddy mess crossin’ from the back door toward the staircase in the hall. The friggin’ hall itself was something that could have pushed me over the edge—there were so many footprints, maybe even paw prints or something, that I just couldn’t make sense of it. And then we went to see things upstairs. We started climbing the steps and my feet started growin’ concrete boots. On the carpeted steps rising above us, along the walls, even on the fuckin’ ceiling, were muddy footprints. And other things, long scratches in the plaster, framed photos lying on the steps with their glass fronts shattered. And the damn feathers—” 
 
   “Feathers? What kind of feathers, Jason?’ Billy asked, like he didn’t already know.
 
   “Snowy-white feathers, Billy. Owl. Of course. And as I followed Ty up the steps, and into the real hell of the house, some of the feathers lifted and blew around in his wake. They settled on my shirt, in my hair, and I got that feelin’ you have when you walk through a spider’s web and wonder if you’ve snagged the spider, too. It also felt a little like we were climbin’ Everest, my knees were trembling and I was short of breath. When we finally reached the top Ty put a hand on my chest and blocked me from moving further. ‘I stopped trying to actually sleep in my bedroom a few days ago. I keep myself awake with pills and just stare at the inside of the door. Sometimes the doorknob turns a little, sometimes the door itself seems to bump around in the frame. I took the dog to the kennel, he was too panicked and scared to keep him here while all this is...playing out.’ He pointed to huge gashes in the carpet, the worst were the ones at the foot of the doors. The feathers were everywhere, and the muddy footprints tapered off at Rose’s room. The smell up there was like ripe compost, like the swamp smells tonight only muggier, more dense or whatnot. ‘Let’s go downstairs, things are just a little…too odd up here to think straight.’ I raised an eyebrow and just nodded.
 
   “I started backing down the stairs and almost busted my ass when my hand slid on some muddy goop on the bannister. I stared all around me and told him, ‘With what I’m seeing here, odd has taken on a whole new fuckin’ meaning, Ty. But yeah, let’s get outta here.’ He nodded and we scooted back down and into the study. He sat down behind the desk and poured us each a drink. It was only after he’d lit a joint and handed it to me that I could talk again. ‘Get out, Ty. Grab Rose and leave, fly to New Orleans, Vegas or LA or fuckin’ Vietnam, but get out of here—’ ”
 
   “I don’t know about ‘Nam or Vegas, but creepy shit happens in LA all the time. That place may’ve freaked him out even more,” Foster commented.
 
   I nodded in the dark and kept going. “He told me he couldn’t leave, he said Rose would get so worked up, so scared, that she would tremble as she pleaded with him. ‘We can’t leave together, Ty,’ she’d moan. ‘I have to leave here soon, but he’s not going to let us leave together. He’d go crazy evil on everybody in our families, every friend we care about, if he can’t have me to himself.’
 
   “I couldn’t believe I was sayin’ it, and I knew Bucky’d kick my ass if he ever heard me talk like I was. ‘Can we...kill him? You and me, can we wait until tonight with a gun or a knife or something, and just end it?’
 
   “Ty shook his head and pointed upstairs. ‘Really Jason, murder something that climbs walls and ceilings, leaves feathers floating around, and that can evidently bypass locked doors and alarm systems? And don’t think I haven’t thought about other things. I might be a psychiatrist but I know a good situation for an exorcism when I see it. I tried talking to the minister of the chapel, Evan or Ethan or something, but it’s really hard to convince someone that your wife’s having an affair with some kind of monster from the swamp. Especially when you’ve downed a fifth of Jack and some Darvocet before you make the call.’ ”
 
   That’s when John spoke up. “Here’s where I can add a little to this story, I think. I was at my grandfather’s house around that time and they were having their tribal council meeting. I saw Ty pull up and got curious, so I moved around to the living room windows where I could listen in. I couldn’t figure out why a psychiatrist would be going to a meeting where a bunch of old men got high, took mushrooms, and chanted to the theme song of the Lone Ranger.”
 
   “I think I’ve been to that party,” Foster commented.
 
   “No doubt, Foster. But after they got done with all the usual bullshit one of them told Ty to explain his problem to the group. Ty’s always been so soft spoken it was hard to hear his part of the conversation, but I could hear most of what the old men were saying and it sounded like what Jason said—Ty was pretty drunk, and then pretty high, but he did seem to be asking for some kind of Native American exorcism. One of the men questioned Ty and when he got to the part about the white feathers they stopped him. One of the elders told Ty that it was White Owl, a messenger of death on a good day, or the actual deliverer of death on a bad one. It was an ancient spirit, they told him, and one they said they’d never disturb. There was a little bit of an argument, and I know I heard Rose’s name, and Elizabeth’s, too. I watched Ty leave, his head was tilted down at the ground and he sat in the car for a few minutes before he drove off. I asked my grandfather about White Owl a few weeks after that. He told me about Elizabeth, Jonas and the brave. He said the tribe’s tale about the Parker witch and the brave she married had a different ending than the pirates’ version. After Jonas attacked the two of them, some of the women from the tribe came across the brave’s body at the edge of the creek. His arms were folded over his chest and flowers were scattered over his body. When they returned with braves to carry the body home it was gone, only the flowers were left. After that White Owl began appearing in their dreams, and there were tales of it flying and flapping over the Indian village on moonlit nights. The spot where he was found became kind of a lovers’ lane in the swamp. Braves would take women to the spot and tell tales of the two newlyweds’ tragic ending.”
 
   Sam said, “An old tale, a romantic tale braves told in the hopes they were gonna get laid.”
 
   “Exactly,” said John. “But after a few years, after the tragedy began to fade into history, some of the women would come back with tiny wild roses tucked into the braids of their hair or little bouquets of the flowers in one hand. The grin on the face of the brave and the little red flowers let all of the younger members of the tribe know what the couple had been up to. Every year or so a member of the tribe would claim to have seen a huge white owl in the swamp, always near the creek. Most of the tribe would blame it on a little too much swamp weed and they’d laugh the tale away.”
 
   I heard something chattering and hopping from tree to tree above our heads. “What the hell is that?”
 
   “Swamp monkeys,” Foster said cautiously.
 
   John spoke up. “I’ve never seen one of those around here. If there is such a thing they’d probably all go south for the winter—to Florida, for oranges and bananas, not hang out around here in the cold, freezing their little monkey asses off.”
 
   “I saw a thing on the Discovery Channel about these rare monkeys, swamp monkeys.” Foster said, “They sneak up on unsuspecting humans and steal their eyeballs.” He paused and sounded a little less sure of himself. “Maybe it was in a movie, maybe it wasn’t a documentary—but that noise it’s making sounds just like they sounded on TV. I’m positive of that.”
 
   
  
 

[bookmark: _Toc399775836][bookmark: _Toc399781872][bookmark: _Toc399782006][bookmark: _Toc399782194]A Safe Place
 
   “Pass that joint to somebody else, Foster,” I told him. “I have never, ever, heard of swamp monkeys. So, anyway, after Ty showed me his demon-infested house I was so freaked out I stayed away. I spent some time finishing up the computer project for Bucky, and it was all I could do not to say anything to him about the house down the street. I was walking back from the men’s room one day when Betty popped out of a doorway and pointed at me. ‘Jason, step in here for a minute, please.’
 
   “We went into a classroom and she cut right to the chase. ‘Something, young man, is going on with you. You can’t fool me. And you need to stop this mission you seem to be on. Leave the Parker’s be, your kind has no business getting involved like this.’
 
   “I thought I knew what she was saying and I got a little pissed. ‘Look, Ms. Parker, it’s the 1990’s, not the 1890’s when you were still young. What Jonas and I end up doing, or not doing, is none of your damn business. Nothin’s going on between the two of us, not yet, anyway.’
 
   “Betty looked at me and then surprised me by laughing. ‘You dumb little shit. I meant you being a Rumpholt, not a homosexual. I’m talking about this whole nonsense with the Parker witch story. I don’t buy the school paper or party-costume tales you’re telling around here. Something’s got you digging into that old legend a little too much. And you should leave Ty and Rose alone, as well. You’re walking around here like you’ve seen a ghost, no pun intended, because I think maybe you have seen something. I know you think I’m hard on you, that I don’t approve of you, Jason. That’s not true. I’m not so old that I can’t see the good young man you’re becoming. But you’re a little too wild, a little too reckless, with what you’re getting into right now. This isn’t something you or Bucky should get involved with. Leave it to Ty and Rose to settle.’
 
   “I figured that I was already in the whole thing too far, and I told her so. She raised her hand to shut me up and said, ‘I want to show you two things, two things that will hopefully stop you from getting yourself too tangled up in...events.’ I told her that seemed to be the theme of things around here, and I’d seen shit at Ty’s that had to be worse than anything we were about to look at. She shook her head and actually shushed me and then led me into the gallery room. There were tons of old portraits and seascapes that people had donated or lent to Betty’s museum. She pointed at one and told me, ‘I happened to come across this portrait at an estate sale. This is Elizabeth with her father, a few months before her voyage with Jonas. Her family was wealthy, her father was a duke or lord or something. Part of her face is covered in shadow, the main subject was the father. But look carefully at her, Jason.’
 
   “I did what she said. It was...it was like going to the eye doctor and having him flip those lenses back and forth in the machine. My eyes focused on Elizabeth’s face, and of course it was Rose’s face, too. It wasn’t a mirror image of Rose, but it was who Rose was...becoming.
 
   “I told her I was running late for something and needed to run, to leave ASAP. She shook her head and grabbed my arm with her boney shaky fingers. ‘Look at him, Jason. What do you see on his belt?’ 
 
   “There was a decorative sword hanging off his right hip, all jewels and gold and shit. But then I saw what was on his left hip. It was a dagger in the same pattern as the sword, tucked into a scabbard. ‘Everyone’s always thought that Jonas used his own knife to kill Rose. But that wasn’t right, it was her knife. At the same auction where I found the portrait there was a section of a diary from one of Elizabeth’s peers. I could only afford the painting but I did get a look at the transcript of the diary. Before Elizabeth ran away with Jonas there were rumors floating around London—gossip about Elizabeth and a few children who disappeared at the family’s country estate. They were the children of servants and there wasn’t a thorough investigation, but the diary seemed to hint that Elizabeth was involved. She also mentioned Elizabeth had stolen the dagger from her father. She brought it with her when she married Jonas and left on their honeymoon of piracy and hurricanes. I know that because the dagger is here, in this building. And it’s the exact same knife as the one in this painting.’
 
   “I looked around the room and she shook her head. ‘Not in here, not where...anybody could see it, or God forbid touch the cursed thing. It’s in a safe, in a locked room down the hall. I haven’t opened that safe since I put it in there. I found it at home, in a box in my husband’s study. I asked him about it and he said it was a family heirloom, that I should leave it alone. Jonas had confessed to his son that it was the murder weapon he had used to kill his first wife and her new husband. The knife had been passed down through the generations as some kind of secret to be guarded. I really didn’t think too much about it, I was busy trying to find other…artifacts.’ ”
 
   “Meaning treasure, I guess.” John sighed. “Everybody knew the Rumpholts were hiding treasure when the ship sank here. But maybe there was more treasure than people thought. Or, maybe Elizabeth managed to escape England with a little treasure chest of her own.”
 
   “I think Betty was always convinced there were more gems and gold than people realized. So, one morning Betty fixes her husband some coffee and brings it to his study, just like any other morning.  ‘He was sitting at his desk when he had his stroke,’ she said. ‘He was gone, face down on the desktop. There was some girlie magazine under his nose and his fly was open, not a very dignified way to go, but appropriate for him. I walked over to him and knew it was pointless, but I felt for a pulse anyway. He’d had a long life and was starting to get a little flakey around the edges. So his death didn’t surprise me, but seeing that damn dagger in his right hand sure did.’
 
   “I cocked my head at her and pulled my eyebrows together, and just waited for her to keep talking. ‘I put the thing in a drawer, Jason, and called Bucky. He got there quick and the ambulance was right behind him. He ruled out foul play, and tactfully zipped my husband’s fly and tossed out the magazine. He signed the death certificate, sent the ambulance away and called Jenkin’s Funeral Home. They came with a hearse and took John away.’ ”
 
   “Wait a minute.” Sam asked, “Bucky Parker—my father, he was police chief, mayor and coroner?”
 
   I nodded. “Yep. He was elected mayor, appointed himself chief of police, and nobody else wanted to be the coroner.
 
   “So, Betty stared at me and said, ‘I need to tell you the rest, and things are going to sound a little crazy.’ I nodded and told her my definition of crazy was going through some changes. ‘I was sitting at his desk a few days after the funeral, Jason. Just going through old photos, letters, little souvenirs he had picked up on vacation, things like that. I  picked up the dagger and held it up to the lamp on the desk, turning it in the light and really seeing it for the first time. The handle had a beautiful pattern of perfectly set jewels—diamonds, rubies, and other precious things on a gold background. Some of the decoration was bone-white ivory, but there were tiny brownish flecks in the fine carvings. I knew it had to be blood, something told me it had to be blood. I thought about calling Bucky and showing it to him, but what could he do with a murder weapon from a crime that happened over three hundred years ago? I also thought about calling my nephew, Jonas, and passing it on to him as the next guardian of it. But he was too young, I reasoned, and he seemed to have odd…personality flaws.’
 
   “I warned her to tread lightly, I didn’t want her considering Jonas’s interest in me—or any other guy, as a flaw. ‘That’s not what I meant, you rainbow-flag waving dwarf. He was…greedy, and devious even at a young age. I could see him selling it online or to a pawnshop. He’s greedy, you’re going to find that out soon enough.’ It took ten years but she was right. I mean two months ago he was plotting to kill me to get his hands on my money.” 
 
   “Little did she know,” Billy commented, “that she was gonna team up with Jonas to kill you, Jason. And I don’t think either one of you would have predicted that you were gonna blow her into confetti with a rocket-propelled grenade.”
 
   “Shit happens, Billy.  So, she wasn’t going to give it to Jonas, and she didn’t want the thing in her house anymore. ‘That night I had terrible dreams of something, a bird maybe, trying to come through my window. Every night it got worse, and I began seeing scratches under several windows. They were long, and dug deeply into the siding. I was wondering if I should call an exterminator when things started to get worse. I found a few white puffy feathers in the front hall, inside the house. I just knew whatever was coming to the house at night wanted the dagger.’
 
    “She decided to bring it to the town hall. ‘I knew there was an old safe in a storage room here,’ she said. ‘It made it through the fire when the old town hall burned down. I hired a locksmith to reset the safe’s combination and replace the lock for the storage-room door. It’s been in that old safe for years, and I really never wanted to see it again. But lately something’s been…stirred up. A few weeks ago I noticed some muddy footsteps in the hallway, leading right to that storage room. Then there were feathers floating around in the hallway last week. I couldn’t take it anymore and I found the key and checked the room. Let me show you what I found.’ 
 
   “We went down the hall and she pulled the door open. ‘The door won’t lock anymore. It’s like the insides of it, the mechanism, is melted or something.’ She stood in the doorway and when I tried to slip past her she grabbed my elbow to stop me. ‘Just look at the safe from here, Jason. Don’t go in there, look at the walls.’
 
   “There were splotches of black mud covering the walls,” I told them.
 
   Foster asked, “Like in Ty’s stairway?”
 
   I nodded against his shoulder and said, “Yeah, but kinda worse. The room was little, it had one panel of fluorescent lights in the ceiling and the bulbs were buzzin’ and flickerin’. The walls were cinderblocks painted gray. The safe was against the back wall, about five feet or so away from us. It looked like somethin’ out of an old Wild West movie—it was big and black, with a giant brass lever and combination lock on the front of it. It looked a little burnt around the edges and you could smell a little soot in the room. I studied the walls and realized the mud was different than at Ty’s place. It wasn’t like footprints or whatever. There was a pattern in the mud and I realized it was little crude drawings—the kind of shit you see on cave walls or wherever. There were little pictures of somethin’ that looked like dinosaurs—”
 
   “Maybe gators,” John suggested.
 
   “Yeah, maybe. And clumps of stick trees above wavy lines—”
 
   “Maybe the island? But no, it’d be the swamp. Here.” Sam said.
 
   “Yep, probably. And a big hill in the water, that would be the island, I guess. In a line over the safe there were alternating pictures of big-eyed birds and little flowers, it looked like—”
 
   “Owls and roses,” Foster finished for me.
 
   “Bingo. I looked back at Betty and you could see the bones in her face under that creepy clown makeup. I had this flash of fear that Betty was lying to me about the door, that she was going to shove me into the little room and I’d hear the door lock snapping behind me. She just pointed at the front of the safe and I took another look at it, but not before I grabbed hold of the door frame and braced a foot against the edge of the door. The safe looked like it weighed about a ton, and I couldn’t imagine how many people it took to shove it into the room. Then I noticed some shiny places at the edges of the safe’s door or hatch or whatever. The metal was gouged somehow, like somebody had tried to force it open with a crowbar. I leaned forward and looked closer, the scratches hadn’t been made by a crowbar or anything like that. They were sharp and narrow and in parallel lines along the gap. I looked at the owl drawings and pictured a giant bird trying to pry the safe open with its paws—”
 
   “Talons,” John corrected me.
 
   “I started backin’ away from the door and the light bulbs exploded behind that glass panel in the ceiling. I grabbed Betty by the elbow and kicked the door shut with my foot. ‘Ouch, Jason! Let go of me.’ She turned a little red and said, ‘I think I may have just…peed a little.’ 
 
   “I nodded and told her I knew the feeling, and then checked the front of my jeans. ‘It’s still in the safe, whatever tried to get it out wasn’t strong enough to do it,’ she said. ‘Not yet, anyway. But I’m leaving it in there—I mean, where would I move it? I could toss it into the sound or into the swamp, but I think I’d just be helping…it, him, whatever.’ She got that commander-in-chief  Hitler look back on her face and started walking down the hall. She glanced over at me and said, ‘Just leave it, leave all of it, alone, Jason. You’ve  heard and seen enough. Don’t bring any more attention to yourself, these aren’t your run of the mill shimmery-gliding-down-a-staircase kind of ghosts. They can hurt you, don’t kid yourself. Leave it alone.’
 
    “I left there in a cold sweat, and when I got out to the sidewalk I saw Pete waving at me from the front of his father’s restaurant.”
 
   “You know, Jason, I just realized something,” Foster said with a little wonder in his voice. “We both had best friends named Pete in high school. What are the odds of that?”
 
   “How much pot have you smoked, Foster?” Sam said, “You’re amazed that you and Jason both have friends named Pete? What about the odds of this adventure? What Foster, are the odds of you and Jason sharing a sleeping bag in the middle of a creepy old abandoned hunting camp, in what Jason’s now telling us is a fuckin’ haunted swamp, while we’re waiting for one of your ex-fraternity brothers to try to kill us?”
 
   
  
 

[bookmark: _Toc399775837][bookmark: _Toc399781873][bookmark: _Toc399782007][bookmark: _Toc399782195]A Brave Thing
 
   I had to agree with Sam. “He’s right, Foster. But light another joint anyway. So, I walked over to Pete and he patted me on the back and invited me in for some fries and a Coke. ‘They’re setting up for dinner, but I can get the cook to hook us up.’ He studied me and asked, ‘You okay, buddy? You’ve been acting kind of...different lately.’ He turned a little red and said, ‘Cindy and I have noticed something goin’ on between you and Jonas. I’m not sure if you wanna talk to Cindy or me, but I just wanted to let you know we’re here if you need any help.’ I changed the topic and we talked about the party coming up at Ronnie’s. ‘Not to keep buggin’ you about it, but I know for a fact Jonas will be there. And the whole football team’s going, from what I hear.’ He gave me a good-natured wink and we both turned a little red. We parted ways after I promised I’d ride with them to the party.
 
   “I got home in time to enjoy a little bit of sanity before one of Mom’s special dinners—rice patties cooked in ‘free-range peanut oil’, whatever the hell that meant, with a fern and daisy salad. I sat with my parents watching a PBS documentary on the matin’ habits of rare satanic leaf-tailed geckos—that’s a real kind of lizard, believe it or not. When it was over they went to their bedroom on the first floor, and I climbed the steps to mine. My bedroom was the only one on the second floor and I liked the peace and privacy. The one drawback was that if the sun had been out all day the room would get hot and kinda stuffy. I opened two of the dormer windows to let some cooler air in, and sat at my computer finishing up my homework and was surfing the internet—” 
 
   Sam cut me off. “When a horny teenage guy is ‘surfing the internet’ it means checking out porn sites.” There were quiet sounds of confirmation from the group.
 
   “No! But okay, yeah...that’s what I was doin’. I got pretty horny, and I thought I’d, you know...I looked at my bed and thought I’d just do it there, but then I remembered the housekeeper was coming the next morning and I didn’t want to leave any...evidence. So—”
 
   “So,” Sam said, “you didn’t want to mess up your Scooby Doo sheets and have your mom or the maid know that you were doing something every teenage guy in the world does.”
 
   Billy chimed in, “I always kept a box of Kleenex on my nightstand. I thought it was...tidier I guess, but looking back it must have been pretty obvious.”
 
   “It’s amazing how many young guys have boxes of tissue on their nightstands,” Foster observed. “I guess they get wicked hormonal allergies or something.”
 
   “C’mon guys, let me just get through this with a friggin’ shred of dignity. So, I looked at the open window and figured why not? I took off my pajamas—”
 
   Foster poked me in the gut. “Seriously, Chief? You were in high school and you still wore pajamas?”
 
   “Probably Sponge Bob Square Pants,” Billy said.
 
   Sam said, “Possibly Hello Kitty.” I grabbed a stone from the ring around the campfire pit and chucked it in his direction.
 
   “So, like I said, for some reason I decided the window was the answer. My brain was telling me how crazy it was, but I tossed my pajamas and boxers on the floor and—”
 
   “Sorry to cut you off, Jason.” I heard a glug and a gasp before John started talking again. “Somebody take this homemade wine away from me, fast. But really, Chief Rumpholt? Pajamas and underwear? In high school? I think even Mormons wear less than that when they sleep.”
 
    “Ha fuckin’ ha. So, once I’m buck naked I stood on the bench thing built into the window and started goin’ at it.”
 
   “Weren’t you afraid of being arrested for exposure or something?” Billy asked. “What if your neighbors saw you? You would have died from embarrassment if anybody witnessed that.”
 
   I shook my head. “The window was at the back of the house, facing the woods, and the nearest neighbor was about a quarter mile away. And it was a fairly complicated thing to pull off, so to speak. I mean, you’ve obviously got one hand busy, and the other one is holding on to the window frame. It takes a lot of multi-tasking to...do that out a window. And then I saw him, perched on a branch. And I almost did die, then.”
 
   Sam sounded like a ten year old. “You saw White Owl? Holy crap. Did he really look like an owl, or was he part-man part-owl, or did he look like the devil or something?”
 
   “I saw the brave, not the owl, or maybe both. There were flashes when I could have sworn that the branch was crowded with Rose wearing Ty’s sweater, Elizabeth clutching the dagger, the owl on a branch above them and the brave. The brave was the only one who was all that clear, that visible. He was just standing on a tree branch and smiling at me. And he had to have been the brave Elizabeth fell for. He was ripped, bronze, chiseled, and uh, naked—he was the best lookin’ guy I’d ever seen.”
 
   “Sounds like you saw a Parker guy to me, if you thought he was that hot,” Sam said with a grin in his voice that I could see in the dark.
 
   “Sorry, Sam. The Parker genes produce good-looking guys, but he was in a whole ‘nother league. He had a shaved head and war paint on his face—”
 
   John laughed. “The only time someone from my tribe has worn war paint was when the town used to do the Thanksgiving Day play at town hall. We’ve always been a peaceful tribe.”
 
   “No doubt, your tribe was living in a swamp filled with weed,” Sam pointed out. 
 
   “This guy looked like a warrior, he was…intense. Let me finish telling this part before I get too embarrassed. The brave just keeps staring at me and I’m staring at him, this warrior standing up in a tree and watching what I consider to be a pretty private thing.”
 
   “It’s not private when it’s hangin’ out a window,” Billy said.
 
   “Yeah, I guess not. But, things start coming to a head or whatever, and I start to feel like I really might fall out the window. So I started, you know, and I just didn’t think it would ever end. When I was done I felt this tug forward, like gravity was pulling me down toward the brick patio in the backyard. I kind of swayed there until I finished shaking, and then I felt a push backward, into my room. I cracked the hell out of the back of my head on the wood floor, but after a minute or two I stood up and climbed into bed. My knees were shakin’ and my whole body ached like I’d run a marathon. I looked at the clock and it was so late it shocked me a little bit more awake. I had to have been up in the window for like two hours.”
 
   “No wonder you were sore, that’s a long time to be standing in a window pulling on your junk,” Foster observed. “Even for a horny high school kid.”
 
   “No shit. When my alarm went off in the morning I hit the snooze button and had flashbacks of the brave and what had happened. I was sure it was all some kind of dream until I stood up and realized I was naked. I felt the knot on the back of my head pulsin’ and that confirmed it. 
 
   “I got showered and dressed and ran downstairs. When I got to the kitchen my mother was waitin’ for me. ‘What happened last night, Jason?’ I froze and tried to produce a casual shrug. ‘You didn’t hear it? It was crazy, it sounded like someone was beating the side of the house so hard the walls were going to come down.’ I think I made an odd meeping strangled kind of sound as she handed me a cup of organic, free-range, hand-picked-by-local-artists, free-trade African coffee. She pointed at the back door leading out to the deck. ‘Your father wants you out there.’ She picked up a digital camera off the counter and handed it to me. ‘He says he wants pictures for the biology department at the college.’
 
   “My coffee mug was trembling so fast it was blurry in my hand, like one of those paint-stirring machines in a hardware store. My head was throbbin’ and my knees were weak as I saw him standin’ under my window. I walked over to him and he pointed at the ground and asked, ‘Do you have an explanation for this shit, Jason?’
 
   “I was about to say somethin’, but I couldn’t decide if a full-blown confession or pleading ignorance was the way to go. Then I realized what he was pointing at. There were white feathers and tiny rose petals all over the backyard, from the brick patio under my window to the pine needles on the branches of the tall trees. The wind had stirred them around a little but the majority of the feathers in the limbs were directly across from my window, where the hot brave had watched me, you know. I wondered why they had all come to my window to watch me in the first place.”
 
   “Well,” Sam commented, “it sounds like you put on one helluva show.”
 
   Foster speculated, “Maybe they didn’t come to watch you, maybe one or two of them wanted to do something…worse than that.” 
 
   “Right, I wondered that, too. I knew I couldn’t explain the whole clusterfuck that was going on to my father. I studied the ground around us and threw up my hands. ‘How the hell would I know, Dad? We both know there’s a chance I might flunk biology. Maybe a seagull got hit by a plane, fell out of the sky, and fell through a rose bush?’
 
   “He picked up a feather. ‘This feather didn’t come from any seagull, Son. It’s too...fluffy.’
 
   “He had me on that one, I’d never seen a fluffy seagull before. ‘Maybe a...parrot? Or an eagle, yeah, a bald-headed eagle.’
 
   “He held the feather in front of my nose. ‘You really, really, need to spend more time studying biology. Maybe spend a little more time on web sites that don’t involve porn. And another thing, maybe I didn’t cover it in our talk about the birds and the bees, but masturbating out an open second-story window is not normal behavior.’ He pointed at the milky streaks on the bricks. ‘Based on the big mess you made I have to admire your...gusto, but most guys your age use tissues, a gym sock, something less...dramatic. It’s definitely not a habit you want to take with you to college—I think it would be a surefire way to get beat up or booted out of your dorm.’ I looked for a rock to crawl under but I just nodded and hopped into my car and hauled ass to school.
 
   “I got caught by a girl at a drive-thru window at Burger King,” Foster admitted. “And I was driving the car.”
 
   “Well, that’s disturbing on a lot of levels. But even with my father callin’ me out on it, I was really more focused on what happened outside my window— why Rose or Elizabeth or the brave or the white owl had paid me a visit.”
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   “School was a blur that day. I sat with Jonas in the cafeteria and we ate lunch and made some small talk about the football game comin’ up. I think we agreed to meet in the bleachers to watch it with Pete and Cindy, and he mentioned the party coming up. ‘But,’ he snapped me out of my daze, ‘it’s up to you, man. Just let me know.’ He gave me an odd look and walked away. I had a really hard time at the end of gym class, so to speak. I kept seeing the naked brave in my mind and baseball, nuclear war, Betty starring in a porn video, even my embarrassment I felt about the talk with my dad didn’t really help. I rinsed off and got dressed in about two minutes. I still had plenty of time to get to my next class so I wandered around the halls to kill time. I was walking past the school office when Emma Rumpholt, the secretary or receptionist or whatever pointed at me and said, “Well, speak of the devil! Are you trying to duck out of your dentist appointment, Jason? I understand getting wisdom teeth pulled is tough, but they’ll give you some great drugs. Plus you have the whole weekend to recover. Your ride’s already here.’
 
   “Ty’s tall frame moved from the office into the doorway and I started making those meeping noises in between gasps. ‘No need to be startled, Jason. I know you were expecting your mother, but she’s tied up over on the island so she called me.’
 
   “We walked out to the parkin’ lot and he pointed at my car. ‘Follow me to the parking lot, Jason. I think you know the one I’m talking about.’ I was shivering by the time I got in the car and the heater didn’t really warm up until I was pulling into the lot between the causeway and the swamp. I got out and he motioned me to hop into his passenger seat.
 
   “It seemed like hours before he started talking. We just sat and stared at the marshy grass and cypress on the edge of the creek. The sky was covered by long stretches of deep gray clouds, and I could barely see the tops of the buildings over on Parker’s Bluff. I was looking for the big antenna on top of the town hall when he spoke up. ‘I know I said I wanted you to steer clear of all...this, but you need to know what’s about to happen. You can’t come to the house.’ He stared at the sky and rubbed his hands together for warmth. ‘It’s not really a house anymore, not exactly on the inside anyway. The downstairs hall is okay, I guess.  My study still seems to be the only safe place for me to be—it’s like a little refuge of...sanity for me. I haven’t eaten in days, not since the kitchen...well, since the kitchen started getting covered in moss and sprouting the craziest mushrooms I’ve ever seen.’ ”
 
   “Sounds to me,” Foster said, “like he was confused, wasted. I wonder which came first, the shrooms in his belly or the shrooms in his kitchen?”
 
   I nodded. “The thought’d crossed my mind. Ty kept talking, ‘I had grabbed a bunch of food—cereal, crackers, canned fruit, a case of soda, and some stuff out of the refrigerator. The cold stuff—milk, cheese, deli meats, all that, went bad as soon as I opened it, like something in the air poisoned it. I ran out of the other stuff yesterday. Well, at least I still have plenty of swamp weed and liquor. While I was out I went to the store.’
 
   “He pointed at the back seat and I saw a grocery bag packed full of protein bars. ‘I’m not sure she’ll let me bring these in. But I don’t think I’ll starve to death, when she leaves I think it’ll all change back—there’ll be steaks in the freezer, salad in the crisper, sweet cold milk. I’m not even sure that all of that isn’t still sitting there, that it’s just...disguised by her to welcome him into the house. Make it homey for him, it, whatever.’
 
   “I turned away from the cold landscape in front up us and met his stare. ‘You’ve got to stay away, Ty. Just take your protein bars and your wallet and get the fuck out of Dodge, get out of that place.’
 
   “He patted my thigh and gave me a weak smile, like Lincoln comforting a dyin’ young guy on some battlefield. ‘She let me leave today. She called down from the top of the stairs—they’re really just some moss-covered stones climbing up to her room, her chambers. Then she told me when I got back to the house I should keep to the study, to not pay attention to anything I might hear upstairs. She said when I got back she needed to run errands herself, like it just an average day and she was headed out to the grocery store and the dry cleaners. And there wasn’t any doubt or warning in her words, she knew I’d come back. So, what I need from you Jason, is to wait here and do me a favor.’
 
   “I looked at him and I realized what he was asking. ‘You want me to follow her, to shadow her, and see what she does. I can do that for you, Ty. I want to do anything to help the...situation.’ I took a deep breath and said, ‘But first, I need for you to think about something.’ He nodded and I kept going. ‘You said you’ve stopped eating, you’re basically sitting in your office getting wasted all day. Is there a chance, Ty, a possibility that you’re not...seeing things clearly? I know you’re a good psychiatrist, you’ve helped me a lot—’
 
   “He grinned at me and I saw a little of his old self. ‘Staying sober in that house is the perfect recipe for an epic mental catastrophe, that’s just my professional opinion. But I’m not sure I’ve helped you. I got a call from your father, he told me about your night’s activity, the open window and the brick’s being sprayed with...well, your father sounded concerned, but he also sounded impressed. I was hoping to help you get you over your inhibitions, but I may have gone too far.’ I turned red thinking about my window adventure and he must have seen something else in my face. “Oh, Jason, I should have known! They were there last night, weren’t they?’ I nodded. ‘Were there two of them, three, four?’
 
   “He had me stumped. ‘One. At least I thought one, maybe I did see more but I couldn’t, you know, separate all the players. But this morning there were feathers and roses—did Dad tell you that?’ Ty nodded but didn’t say anything, it felt like one of our sessions. ‘Wait a minute, who—what, do you think I saw?’
 
   He looked over his shoulder and I realized he was staring at the swamp. A gust of wind rolled over the top of the car and made the antenna whistle and he said, ‘You saw the brave. You didn’t see the other three clearly, just the brave. They didn’t realize that’s who you would see. Only Elizabeth or the owl could have drawn you to the window, and then down to the bricks. They didn’t expect the brave to show himself, he ruined their plan. Rose must have told him, given him something to use to stop them. So, she must be alive—not alive, but somewhere whole, uncorrupted.’
 
   “I shivered and a stronger, colder gust hit the car. Ty cranked up the heat but it really didn’t help. ‘The brave and Rose, they were there to stop the other two. Seeing the brave saved you Jason, being gay saved you.’
 
   “I thought about that. ‘So, the most intense sexual experience of my life was with the ghost of a three hundred year old Indian brave?’ Ty nodded and I couldn’t decide whether I should laugh or shed some friggin’ tears. I remembered he’d said he needed a favor. ‘So, when she heads out, where do you think she’ll go? Here, to the swamp? Will it be Rose driving, or will it be an ancient witch who’s never been behind the wheel before?’ ”
 
   “Would it surprise you to know, Chief,” Sam asked, “that a whole lot of people on the island would believe that a three hundred year old witch would most likely have better driving skills than you do?”
 
   Billy jumped in. “She’d probably have lower insurance rates than the chief here, that’s for damn sure.”
 
   “No doubt. Ty told me he didn’t think Rose would be driving. ‘She’ll look like Rose in a rain storm—clear enough to recognize her, but not really clear enough to be one hundred percent sure. Elizabeth’s personality, her spirit, has just about pushed Rose somewhere...else, I think. She’ll get some driving tips from Rose, use her New Orleans accent, offer up Rose’s smile to anyone who crosses her path. But I need to know where she goes and what she does. I’m not sure why Elizabeth needs to make this trip, but it may be some kind of clue as to what will happen next. Can you do that for me?’ I nodded and he looked relieved and crushed at the same time. ‘When she’s done shopping, or whatever this trip is for, and she gets on Causeway Road call me and let me know she’s on her way, so I can be...ready, I guess. And don’t, do not, come over to the island or try to stop her. I’m going to drive back home, now. So you should see her passing by here in about thirty minutes or so.’ A stronger wind hit us and the car rocked a little. ‘Maybe,’ Ty said as he studied the pines swaying, ‘it wouldn’t be a bad idea to wait for her a little way down the road. A little further from the swamp.’
 
   “As soon as I hopped back into my own car, he left the lot and got back on the causeway. When I got up to the road I turned left, away from the island. I went about a quarter mile, to the first intersection on the mainland, and pulled into a gas station. I looked at the fast food places and the road signs and the people coming and going and doubted anyone else was on a secret witch-stalking assignment. I parked at the closest part of the lot to the exit back onto the road, with the engine running and my hand on the shift knob. I was so busy watching the road I never saw Bucky until he was about ten feet from my car. At first I was relieved to see him striding with a little swagger to my car, but then I realized I needed to get rid of him fast.
 
   “He held his hat on with one hand and tapped on the door with his other. I rolled my window down and the cold air hit me in the face and made me squint. He chuckled and said, ‘I won’t stay long chattin’, Jason. I think my balls are already frozen. I saw you over here staring into space and I just wanted to make sure you’re okay.’ I forced myself to grin and told him I was waiting for Pete and Cindy to meet me here for some trip to a mall or somethin’. He nodded and jogged back to his car with his hands shoved in his pockets, and I watched him head across the lot and hop into his car. I started to feel like a five year old kid who’s convinced a monster is under his bed—I wanted to call out to him and make him come back here and chase the boogey man away. I saw him turn left out of the parkin’ lot and almost missed Rose’s car heading my way.
 
   “I followed her to Windsor and parked on the street a block or so away from her. There were still a few stores left near the courthouse, it hadn’t turned into a complete retail ghost town just yet. I watched her out of my rear view mirror as she got out of her car and stepped through the door of a pawn shop. I wasn’t sure how much detail Ty wanted so I hopped out of my car and wandered down the street in her direction. It wasn’t very original but I stopped in front of the store and put my left foot up on a bench. I stretched out tying my shoe as long as possible, and then pretended to be checkin’ out a stack of DVD’s on display in the window. Rose pushed something across the counter to the clerk, he studied it for a minute and then disappeared into a back room. 
 
   “My parents had given me a cell phone for my birthday, a flip phone. I had it clipped on my belt and sometimes I pretended I was on the PBPD like Bucky—that it was a gun instead of a phone. It started to vibrate and ring and I ducked away from the front of the store as I hit the talk button. ‘It’s Ty, Jason. I couldn’t just wait here wondering about things, then I remembered you had a phone with you. Where are you, what’s she doing?’
 
   “I told him she was in the pawn shop, that we were in Windsor. ‘She’s selling something small, I think. It looked like a little box but I couldn’t tell what was in it.’
 
   “Cell phone signals were a lot less clear then, and I could only catch part of the next thing he said through a burst of static. It sounded like he said something about jewelry, but I had to move down the block for a clear connection and when I asked him he said, ‘Not jewelry, jewels. Did you see any gems—rubies, diamonds, anything like that? Sometimes in the morning I find gems at the door to the study, or on the kitchen counter before it turned into a fuzzy green carpet. I stand at the bottom of the steps and toss them upstairs. I yell up to her that she can’t buy me, that if they’re from him than he can’t either, that it didn’t work for Jonas and it wouldn’t work in reverse for her. So, she still has them, but why would she sell them?’
 
   “I saw Rose walk out of the pawn shop, she was counting a huge stack of bills and whistlin’ to herself. She stopped at the curb and looked around. She stared at the few other people on the sidewalk and made direct eye contact with me. But she didn’t blink, didn’t show any sign of recognizin’ me. She finally turned and started walking down the sidewalk and I tried to understand who or what I had just seen. It was like looking at her through one of those diamonds or rubies she was sellin’. As you turned the gem around in the light the image, the perspective or whatever, it changed. I could see Rose, with all of her soft southern charm and beauty, and then I could see Elizabeth—not like a three hundred year old oil painting but like a beautiful English duchess or princess—royal or regal or whatever. There was somethin’ else, if you turned the gem in your mind so that her image fell behind a cut or the tiniest fault you could see another image. She—it, was a hag, an ancient old witch with sharp features and burnin’ edges. I knew I really wasn’t looking at her through a jewel, it was just the light of the winter sky and the awnings of businesses cuttin’ shadows into the sidewalk.”
 
   Foster leaned against me and said, “So, you saw Rose, Elizabeth, and a witch all in the second or so that she was looking at you. She probably saw a horny teenager, an elf, and a stoner when she saw you. How much swamp weed were you smoking back then?” He tried hard to make it sound like a joke, but I could hear the edge in his voice, feel how stiff his body was when he spoke. It felt a little more like an accusation.
 
   “I watched her disappear into a dress shop, one that had been there for at least a hundred years before it moved out to the mall on the bypass. It specialized in fancy shit—special-occasion dresses that girls dreamed about. Rose talked to a prim and proper sales lady and they went through books and fabrics and dresses on racks. I looked through the window at a poster board full of pictures of girls from my school in the prom dresses they wore last spring. I tried to look like an average guy drooling over all the hot girls, just in case they saw me standing there.
 
   “Rose said something to the lady and she nodded, like they had come to some kind of understanding. The lady handed the Elizabeth thing a white gown off a rack and they moved toward the back of the shop. I stood in front and realized my poster alibi’s time had just about expired. I spun around when Logan Parker walked up to me to say hello. He shook my hand and told me he’d just been in the courthouse, where he’d been given an extra hundred hours of community service. Seems he’d violated his probation for misdemeanor possession by paintin’ a pot leaf on the town’s water tower. I bummed a cigarette from him and we talked about Saturday night’s party, I picked his brain about a few lacrosse players that were on the team he captained, and he complained about the poor quality of swamp weed this time of year. Once he wandered off I pretended to be concentratin’ on an important phone call and I jumped a mile when it actually rang in my ear. I walked a few feet away from the store and Ty sounded really impatient. ‘She left the pawn shop, right? Is she on her way back? You’re not on the island are you, Jason? I told you not to follow her back here!’
 
   “I turned back to the shop window and Ty was still rambling on when she walked out of the back room. ‘We’re at Bonnie’s Dress Shop—I mean she’s in there.’ He started interrogating me—who was she with, what was going on in there, had she bought anything? ‘Ty, it looks like,’ I couldn’t think of any good way to put it so I told him what I was seeing, ‘it looks to me like she’s tryin’ on wedding gowns. I’m sorry.’ There was silence on his end for about ten seconds and then the phone went dead. Rose came out carryin’ a long dress on a hanger, covered in one of those disposable garment-bag things. When she was on her way back to the island I tried to call Ty, but his phone would ring once and then the call would drop.” 
 
   
  
 

[bookmark: _Toc399775839][bookmark: _Toc399781875][bookmark: _Toc399782009][bookmark: _Toc399782197]Last Trip to the House
 
   “I did end up meeting Jonas that Friday night in the parking lot of the school, and we sat down in the bleachers right when the game started. I was hoping that Pete and Cindy would be with him, but they were nowhere to be seen. He made some vague comments about a few of the players that made me wonder how well, exactly, he knew them. We’d been there about fifteen minutes when my phone started ringin’. With all the noise of the game I could just barely hear Ty’s voice and people around us were glaring at me. I shrugged at Jonas and climbed down to the space beside the concession stand where I could hear him better. Ty was hammered, after some mumbling and weird sounds that almost sounded like English, I managed to get two things out of him. The first was that Elizabeth was there, she wanted to see him in her room. The second thing was that if I hadn’t heard from him by 9 o’clock tomorrow morning I should call Bucky and ask him to check in with them. ‘I don’t know...what Bucky might find, Jason. But it’ll be safe for him to be in here, one way or the other, by then. But you stay away, stay out of it ‘til you hear back from me. Regardless of what Bucky finds, don’t go back in this fuckin’ freak show of a house until you talk to me—not Rose, not Elizabeth, not Bucky, not Betty, not...anything else.’ He hung up and I hiked back up the bleachers to Jonas. I leaned over and yelled to him that something had come up and I needed to get home. He looked seriously pissed and disappointed, but I made a big point of tellin’ him I’d see him at the party and he seemed to cheer up.”
 
   I stared up at the night and wished we were back at the house, sitting in front of the fireplace or soaking in the hot tub looking out over the sound and marsh. I saw an occasional star pop out from behind the clouds and I realized how quiet things were in the swamp tonight. With all of my friends circled around a missing fire the swamp wasn’t quite the monster it had been back then, but I could still feel everything that happened ten years ago soaked into the ground around us, and moving through the swamp water in a lazy drifting current.
 
   I felt exhausted and just wanted to climb all the way into the sleepin’ bag with Foster, ignore the past and leave at sunrise without completing this real-life ghost story. I pulled my phone out of my pocket and saw zero signal strength, the clock showed that it was only a little after nine. “We’re coming close to the end of everything, this is where anything resemblin’ sanity hops away like a scared rabbit. Let’s have a timeout, I need to figure how to tell—I damn sure can’t explain, what happened that Saturday.”
 
   The rest of the guys headed over to some black spots at the edge of the water, and I heard some hushed conversation as they took care of their bladders. I walked in the opposite direction and stood near what used to be a cabin or the kitchen or something. There was a decent-size pine that had pushed through the rotted roof and looked like the mast of a tall ship. At first I’d thought this little clearing in the swamp was the worst spot to finally talk about all that shit ten years ago, but now I realized it was the only place to tell it. It was my own personal exorcism.
 
   When I got back the men had spread out their sleeping bags and formed a tighter circle without the old campfire pit between us. I could see the rifles lying within reach of each guy and remembered we were out here to catch Trey, not Elizabeth or the white owl.  Foster patted the open spot between him and Sam, and I pulled part of a sleeping bag over my lap. Foster put his hand on my shoulder and from the other side Sam did the same. Foster whispered, “I know this hasn’t been easy telling us all of this, Chief. If you want to wait, Jason, if you want to tell the rest of it when we’re back in...civilization, that’s okay.”
 
   “I know, but I think the spell or curse or whatever is over with. Maybe it just wore off over time. But anyway here it goes, the rest of the story.” I heard a few glugs from bottles and smelled some weed burning. Somebody passed me the joint and I kept the glowing end cupped in my hand as I inhaled.
 
   “I paced my room that night, and was about as far away from sleep as I’ve ever been. Every once in awhile I’d peek out through the windows. I didn’t expect to see...anything, I was pretty fuckin’ sure they all had better places to be.
 
   “When the sun began to rise I couldn’t take it any longer, the not knowin’ overcame my fear of seeing what had happened at Ty’s and Elizabeth’s—not Rose’s anymore—twisted place. I snuck downstairs and through the kitchen and walked out to my car. It was already fifty degrees outside and I knew by noon it would be a warm day. As I went over the causeway somethin’ in my brain ordered me to calm down, the situation had...resolved itself overnight. It told me that all the debts, all the anguish, had been settled up. But my heart ached for what this would cost Ty and Rose, two innocent people who were payin’ a huge price for things that started centuries ago.
 
   “I paused at the front of town hall and willed myself to get out of the car, to face Bucky man to man when I asked for help. I stared at my phone and thought about just calling him and sitting in my car until he came down the steps. I pictured him comin’ down to me and looking like the most badass sheriff in the Wild West, and saving everybody. I shook my head and got out of the car and went inside. He was sitting at his desk with his legs sprawled over it. The newspaper was restin’ on his chest and he blinked a few times before he said anything. My tears had started halfway up the steps, and to Bucky I must have looked like a little kid who was lost. ‘What’s happened?’ He asked the question in a flat voice, and I wiped my eyes and my nose and just hung my head. ‘Have you been there?’ I shook my head. ‘Did he call you?’ I whispered no. ‘Did Rose call you?’ I coughed out one sob and tried to tell him with my eyes. ‘Okay, Jason. Okay, we’ll go on over there, we’ll...see things together.’
 
   “I sat up front with him in that huge Suburban with my feet barely touchin’ the floor. When we pulled up to the house he motioned for me to stay in the car. He didn’t have to do that, my ass was frozen to that seat and there was no way I was goin’ in that fuckin’ place. I sat there waiting, and waiting. I tried to picture Ty and Rose stepping out of the front door, smilin’ and holding hands. My brain said Don’t even try, Jason. That’s at the bottom of the list of possible endin’ for this story. That ending, it’s vanished, it’s light years away in deep space. But my heart still tried to drown out my brain when the door began to open.
 
   “Bucky was holding Ty’s elbow and he led him down the walk. Ty looked...I hate to say it but he looked like a homeless old man, someone broken. He had on old sweatpants and a sweatshirt that were stained and hangin’ off his frame. His hair and the stubble on his face had turned ghost white, and you could just about see his teeth through his cheeks. When I realized Bucky was about to open a back door and put him in here, with me, for a split second I looked for the power lock switch to keep him out. Bucky opened the door and helped him into the back seat. The cool wind that blew through the car with Ty almost immediately turned sour, and smelled like old damp basement air. Bucky went to the back of the Suburban and rummaged around and then slammed the gate shut. When he walked past the front of the truck he had some clear bags in his hand and he was talking into the mike on his shoulder.
 
   “I moaned as Bucky closed the door to the house behind him and I grabbed the door handle. I felt a tug on my seatbelt and Ty said, ‘He’s safe, Jason. There isn’t anything...other than a normal house in there.’ A wave of pure alcohol, and maybe some puke, hit me and I gagged a little. ‘When he comes back out there’ll be a letter in one of the bags, and he’ll want to take us for a ride. If you want to hop out of here and walk away I’ll understand. There are going to be lies told today, and things are going to be hard to watch unfold. But you don’t have to be involved in it, I’ll understand. A good kid like you should have never been pulled into this thing, this disaster.’ ”
 
   
  
 

[bookmark: _Toc399775840][bookmark: _Toc399781876][bookmark: _Toc399782010][bookmark: _Toc399782198]The Witch
 
   “I stayed right where I was and Ty reached forward and squeezed my shoulder. We sat there and listened to sirens wailin’ closer, and then watched the red lights of the EMS and the blue lights of the state police spin around on the front of the house. I couldn’t handle Ty’s smell anymore and I rolled my window down. I heard one of the state troopers talking on a phone. ‘The body’s not in there, the local guy’s going to take us to the scene. Yeah, have the K9 unit, and the…’ he looked our way, ‘and the divers on standby. Right, I’ll let you know as soon as we get...wherever.’
 
   “Bucky came out with a letter in one of those bags, just like Ty said he would. In his other hand he had somethin’ blue stuffed into another bag. ‘It’s an old t shirt of mine that Rose would wear to bed. It’s for the dogs to get...her scent.’ Bucky’s jaw was set so tight, and his hands were gripping the wheel so hard that it scared me. He slammed the truck into drive and made a U-turn, tearing paths in the neighbors’ yards and he never slowed down through downtown Parker’s Bluff. We hit the causeway doin’ about eighty and just kept going faster. We went over the bridge risin’ over Indian Creek and my stomach made a curving arc as we lost a little gravity heading back down it. 
 
   “We went a little further and as we approached the mainland I could see a single set of blue lights flashin’ in the parking lot at the edge of the swamp. Rose’s little car was parked about ten feet away from it, right by the start of the nature trail. ‘Dammit,’ Bucky groaned, ‘Jed must have heard the radio chatter.’
 
   “When Bucky got to the turnoff to the parking lot he veered left so hard I was sure we were gonna to roll right over. We slid down the gravel and shells and didn’t come to a full stop until the front tires made little ripples at the edge of the water.”
 
   “Mystery solved.” Sam tried to put some humor in his voice. “Now we know who you got your driving skills from.”
 
   “Right, Sam. That’s really what this story’s all about. So anyway, Bucky jumps out of the driver’s seat and immediately gets into a territorial pissin’ contest with Jed. It took a couple of troopers to separate them. After a group discussion Jed got back in his car and backed up next to the driveway, but he didn’t leave. I guess as the sheriff of the county he had a right to be there, but he was shut out from the whole investigation.
 
   “Bucky walked back to us and I rolled my window down. He stuck his head in and I could smell the sweat on him, see the red blushes on his neck and his cheeks. ‘You two, you just stay right here, okay? There are officers, good people, who’re here to help you. We’ll all do our jobs and you two just sit tight. I promise I’ll be right here if there’s anybody...anything found. Or, if you want, I can get a trooper to run you back to the station, anywhere you want. You don’t have to be here.’ He looked over his shoulder at the swamp.
 
   “I told Bucky we’d be right here until things were done and over with. Ty nodded and Bucky walked away. He went over to an SUV as a uniformed guy let a dog out of the back. The handler let the hound dog sniff the open bag and then he was pulled by the dog’s leash to the nature trail entrance. 
 
   “We watched as the lot filled up with rows of marked cars that seemed to have come from every county in a hundred-mile radius. Loudspeakers squelched and crackled bits of radio chatter and officers blocked off the entrance to the park, the opening of the trail, and then they wrapped bright yellow tape, crime scene tape, around Rose’s car. 
 
   “Ty was staring forward and I couldn’t tell if he was breathing. I wondered if he’d actually died of a broken heart right in the middle of all the commotion. When he started talking I was relieved, but only for a minute or so. ‘I knew things were going to be bad up there—with her, and I shouldn’t have had as much to drink or smoke as I did. When she knocked on the door to the study and told me it was time, she would wait for me to come to her room, I wasn’t even sure if I’d be able to climb those mossy steps.’
 
   “Ty told me the rest of it, in bits and pieces and in between tears and high-pitched giggles that made my skin crawl, he told me what he remembered. He said he focused on a flutterin’ glow at the top of the steps and tried to stumble his way to it. He got to the second floor, stood upright, and very politely knocked on the guest room door. She told him to come in and he opened the door, and then his feet went on strike. Based on what his eyes were seeing his feet just said No thanks, we are just fuckin’ fine right here, thank you very much.
 
   “In the room, he told me, it was like a Disney movie from hell. She was seated at a vanity and staring into a mirror that was in three parts, two angled sides and the large one facin’ her that she was focused on. There were at least a hundred candles sitting on flat surfaces around the room. But she wasn’t the princess in a cartoon, and this scene would never be shown on the big screen to innocent children. The animals keepin’ her company weren’t bunnies or singing birds, or anything happy like that. They were dark and shadowy, and all of them had glowing eyes and gleaming-white teeth. There was a jet-black panther stretched across the bed and purring. Gators tilted their heads from under the bed to watch her, and snakes hung from the little cut glass chandelier. In the corners of the ceiling there were slick black webs crawling with amazing little critters—cartoon-orange caterpillars, red-globed spiders, silver shimmering cockroaches.  ‘Is my Rose here, is part of her still in you?’
 
   “She shook her head, told him she was gone, she’d thought about letting Rose out for just a minute, sending her down to his study to say goodbye. But when she tried to tell Rose she was gone, nowhere in the space they had been sharing, evidently she had decided to check out early. Ty watched as Elizabeth applied powder and she carefully painted her lips. From where he stood by the door he could see she was naked, he was looking at her back and could see her breasts in the mirror. He began to walk to her, but realized the carpet was covered in coiled water moccasins and hissing cobras.”
 
   “There couldn’t possibly have been cobras in Parker’s Bluff, ‘specially not in November,” Billy argued.
 
   “And that’s what bothers you about this story, Billy?” Sam sounded a little irritated. “The cobras? An ancient witch who had taken control of Ty’s wife—or her body, whatever, is putting on makeup while a purring panther curled up on her bed watches her. And a cobra in the room makes you call bullshit on the story. Really?”
 
   “Well, Billy may be right, maybe Ty didn’t see any cobras—he admitted himself he was drunk and stoned. But,” I said, “even if he only saw half the shit he claimed to see it still wasn’t exactly a warm and fuzzy place to be. So Ty freezes again and she tells him not to worry, all the animals were part of the ceremony and wouldn’t bother to kill him on such a happy night. He began walkin’ to her and stopped when he was right behind her, so that he could meet her eyes in the mirror as she started brushing her hair. Occasionally her face would begin rotating ‘round the mirrors, and her features would change just a bit—he could see his wife, he could see Elizabeth, he could see glimpses of other women who were each just a bit different than the others. He asked her to show him the real her, the one under the makeup. She shook her head and told him that her agreement with Rose included Ty never seeing that, and that he would never have to look into the white owl’s eyes. Either one of those things, she told Ty, would make him beyond insane, there wasn’t enough liquor to ever dull that terror. Rose caught a few glimpses of the true hag, Elizabeth told him, but she was a strong woman and pushed Elizabeth away in her mind before any real damage could be done.
 
   “Ty realized he couldn’t stand up too much longer, he was so wasted one way or the other he was on a collision course with the floor. He almost reached out for Elizabeth’s shoulders for balance, but a giant black and glossy-green spider descended from the ceilin’ and landed just where his hand was about to touch her. He backed up instead and sat down on the edge of the bed with a grunt. The panther that was lying beside him yawned and put its head in his lap. He wasn’t sure if it was cuddling or keeping him prisoner. ‘I figured,’ he told me, ‘that the odds were fifty-fifty on that, and either way I had time to get some answers from her.’
 
   “She must have read his mind because she told him she really didn’t have time to answer a lot of questions, and that some of those answers he just wasn’t equipped to handle. She stood up, and without any hint of modesty casually walked into the bathroom and out of view. He stroked the panther’s head and it started that rumbling purring, and somewhere in his mind he wondered if she’d let him keep the cat as a consolation prize. ‘If you could see how much that thing eats you wouldn’t want it, and it’s not leashed trained. I doubt your neighbors would like it roaming around.’ She laughed and added, ‘Especially if they have small children.’ She asked him, ‘Wouldn’t you rather have a little gator or maybe just adopt a kitten instead?’
 
   “She stepped back out of the bathroom and he gasped and shivered. She was standing in the gown I’d seen her buy, but she had made...alterations. Along the neckline, the sleeves, the waist, were elaborate gold ribbons decorated with tiny red roses and white, wispy, down feathers that softly glowed in the candlelight. The ribbons were attached to the gown with enormous pins sparklin’ with precious gems and the colors—the white diamonds, the red rubies, other gems Ty couldn’t recognize, all of them seemed to grow brighter and brighter. She stood in front of the mirror and simply said, ‘Zip me up.’ 
 
   “He said he stood up and stumbled to her, pulling the zipper up her back and shivering at the touch of her skin. ‘Is she safe, is she happy, Elizabeth? Will I ever see her again? I’m begging you, Elizabeth, tell me you and that owl have let her go. That the two of you aren’t going to torture her, make her pay for any of this.’
 
   “She sat back down on the bench to finish her makeup. She told him to look at the mirror, at her reflection—but quickly. He did and he somehow saw that Rose was safely gone, that it was only Elizabeth in the mirror. ‘The Owl was furious with her, and the brave, for tricking us the night we went to see your little elf friend. I was amused by his...display, but until we saw the brave make himself visible we didn’t realize Rose had kept a secret from me about Jason’s…desires. But, now that White Owl has me to himself, has all of me—he’s waited ever since that dagger pierced my heart, then he won’t bother the Rumpholt imp, or your constable, or the ancient hag with the bad makeup who guards the town’s secrets and vaults, not anyone else. Just like I used Rose’s knowledge to drive the car, she stole a few skills from me.  She couldn’t force a soul out of its body or anything so grand as that, she could only do a few basic things. She strolled right into my cookbook, I guess you’d say. She was a beginner but she managed to create a room in Jason’s mind, a vault where all of these things he’s seen can be safely kept away from him.  He won’t completely forget about all of this, but he’ll keep it in that room until he’s strong enough to unlock it. The damage is probably already done to you, Ty, there’s no spell she could have given you. But when you do see Rose again you’ll be healed, trust that.’ She stood up and pulled Ty closer to her. She gave him a soft kiss on the lips and whispered to him. ‘I care about you, Ty. Rose showed me your soul. I owe you one more thing. What,’ she asked as she stared into his eyes, ‘what would you like me to do with this body?’ ”
 
   “Wow,” Billy said softly.
 
   “I’m not sure ‘wow’ really covers it,” John said. “But yeah, wow.”
 
   “The note Bucky found, Ty told me as we stared at two troopers sprintin’ down the nature trail, would be a suicide note, of course. The writing would match Rose’s, and the tone would be soft but final. ‘I’m sure everyone will shake their heads when they learn a psychiatrist’s wife chose to end her own life. That’s fine, I’m not going to defend my skills. It doesn’t matter, now that I know—what happened to Rose, I’m never going to poke around in someone else’s mind. I know now that there really are doors in people’s mind that should never be opened.’
 
   “I was fairly sure Ty wasn’t going to have to turn away any patients. If anyone saw him, or watched him becomin’ an alcoholic, or met his gaze, they’d run from his office like a spooked deer. I tried to console him, ‘There’s no way you could have stopped this, Ty. You deal with mental illness, not ghosts and possessions and exorcisms.’
 
   “He shook his head. ‘A good psychiatrist does deal with ghosts, possessions, and exorcisms. We may not call it that, but it’s in the job description.’
 
   “We waited another hour or so before anything else happened in the parkin’ lot. It was getting warm so I had opened the car windows. I heard a dragging clattering sound and we watched as a gurney was taken down the trail. Bucky came out right after that and walked over to the car, starin’ at the ground and moving slowly. He got to us and met Ty’s eyes and said, ‘The dog led them a little ways down through the swamp, next to the edge of the creek. There was a pair of footprints leadin’ down the bank and into the water. We found her downstream, Ty. I’m truly sorry... I’m just so sorry.’ I watched Bucky’s face as he blinked to keep the tears back.
 
   “Bucky told Ty they had some time before he needed to identify the bo—confirm it was Rose. He drove us back to the town hall and I grabbed my car and followed them. My phone rang and I told my parents the news, that Ty probably would want to talk to them, would need to see them for comfort, but just not today. I watched Ty shake his head at Bucky and point to the side of the house. I got out and followed them, when I passed through the gate I saw them sitting on the patio steps. I sat next to Ty and wasn’t sure what to say, what could possible be said, so I just put my arm around his shoulders. From his other side Bucky did the same. Ty began to cry and softly whisper her name as the three of us stared at her garden.
 
   “I’m not sure when my parents got there but they didn’t stay too long. My mother offered to help with the arrangements and asked him if there was anyone she could call for him.  ‘I think she only has a cousin or two and an aunt in New Orleans,” he told her. “I have their numbers, but I’ll call them. I never heard her talk about any other family.’ Ty wouldn’t leave the house even though my parents and Bucky both urged him to stay somewhere else. ‘I want to be here, it’s the only way I can accept it.’
 
   “My parents left in their car after I told them I was okay to drive. I felt like Ty, I needed to be alone to...accept things. I was standing on the front lawn when Bucky came out of the house and put a hand on my shoulder. I offered to go back in and stay with Ty, but Bucky just shook his head no and studied the front of the house. I thought about what happened in there the night before and asked Bucky if there was anything...unusual about the upstairs. He frowned and kept staring at the house. ‘I found the note on a vanity in their guest room. The only thing I saw upstairs that seemed odd, I guess, was there were all kinds of scratches, tears, in the carpet in front of the doors. Ty told me it was the dog.’ He turned to me and said, ‘I guess there was something else, Jason. The guest room smelled funny, it had kind of a funky animal smell. Maybe that’s why they locked the dog out, I dunno. And Rose must have tried to cover it up with some kind of flowery air freshener. I could smell sweet flowers, too.’ ”
 
   
  
 

[bookmark: _Toc399775841][bookmark: _Toc399781877][bookmark: _Toc399782011][bookmark: _Toc399782199]Elizabeth and Rose
 
    
 
   “The funeral was a few days later, in the little chapel on Main. So many people came that a lot of them had to stand in the back or wait outside until the ceremony moved to the graveside. It was warm that day, and the inside of the church was hot and musty. Rose’s Aunt had come for the service and she held Ty’s hand through the whole thing. Bucky sat on the other side of Ty and I sat with my parents on the pew behind them. I hadn’t slept much, and I had cried a whole lot. I’d wake up in the middle of the night and stare out the window, looking for owls or roses or Indians. I knew I’d never see Rose again. After she was buried we walked with Ty and the aunt back to the limo. Ty told us as we stood next to the car that the two of them had booked airline tickets to New Orleans, they would be leaving later that day. ‘New Orleans probably isn’t the smartest place to go to try and get sober, but I think it might be a good place to grieve. I want to walk in her footsteps, see where she was born.’ 
 
   “I didn’t see him again until the summer after my freshmen year of college. I was working for Bucky, writin’ parking tickets, giving directions to tourists, living in my family’s summer place down on the lower end of the island. My bedroom window looked out over the creek and the swamp on the other side of it, but it never bothered me seein’ the black water and cypress trees hangin’ over the banks. Sometimes I would have fond memories of Rose, and I’d shed a few tears thinking about how crushed Ty looked at the funeral. I finally ran into him outside of the little pizza place on Main, and we shook hands and made small talk. He looked better, but not whole, and I could smell pot and bourbon on his breath. He told me he’d been looking into some rehab centers. ‘I want to find one in the Caribbean, you know—dry out, do some snorkeling, maybe take sailing lessons. I probably won’t ever really stop drinking, so I figured why not make a vacation out of it? And I’ve never been to Europe, either. Rose and I were going to go when I retired, we had a whole stack of brochures. But I hear some of the rehab places there are first class—snow skiing, mountain climbing, tours of London and the English country side. Once I’m done I’ll probably stick around and sightsee some more. Maybe go to France and go on a wine-tasting tour. I don’t think rehab is going to stick with me, I imagine I’ll see the world that way.’
 
   “He asked me about school, and I told him that Jonas was transferring schools to be closer to me. He nodded, we shook hands, and that was that.”
 
   Foster yawned and then apologized, “It’s not the story Jason, I’m never gonna forget that. It’s just the weed and the liquor. So, anyway, that’s it? You must have talked to him between then and when you saw him the other day. And now you remember everything about it?”
 
   I told them, “I remember all of it now, it’s come back to me in little chunks small enough for me to swallow. The only thing left, the only thing that puzzled me back then, and still bothers me now, was why the white owl and Elizabeth had used Rose, and why had it taken over three hundred years for them to be reunited?”
 
   Sam spoke slowly. “Who knows where the white owl was all that time, but Elizabeth and the brave were dead. So what’s the connection, Chief?”
 
   “I found out a little more two years later. Bucky took me on a fishin’ trip in the boat he’d inherited from his father. It was a big ol’ thing, all teak and brass and it burned about as much gas as a rocket headed to the space station. It was an old Chris Craft, so old that it was cool again. I always pictured the stars of old black and white TV shows drinkin’ martinis on lounge chairs set up on the deck and smoking cigarettes, not weed. Bucky sold it at the end of the summer, but not before almost everyone on the island was invited to go on a short cruise. 
 
   “We headed out to the Gulf Stream and put out some lines in the water for awhile. After an hour without a single strike we quit and just let the boat drift while we drank beer. The sun was blindin’ and it was about a hundred degrees with a thousand percent humidity. I had a deep tan borderin’ on Hawaiian that summer, and—”
 
   Sam cut in and asked, “How was it even remotely possible for you to tan when you were covered in about an inch of hobbit hair from head to toe?”
 
   “Go to hell. I dove in the water and swam around for awhile. Bucky was sittin’ on the swim platform built into the stern of the boat and recalling the various sharks he had caught. I climbed out of the water fast and sat next to him in the little bit of shade the boat was providin’. He handed me my sunglasses and a beer and then out of the blue asked me, ‘Do you spend much time on the internet, Jason?’ My first thought was the incredible amount of porn I’d found—” 
 
   “That’s really what it was designed for, the whole business about it connecting universities and science labs to each other is a lot of bullshit if you ask me,” Billy declared.
 
   “You’re probably right, but I doubt Bucky would have been interested in the porn—he had plenty of real time experience with sex. He asked me if I’d thought much about the time leading up to Rose’s death and I told him for a while it just felt like an odd dream, but that I’d been startin’ to remember more of it. 
 
   “Bucky nodded. ‘I’ve never been able to figure out why you were so interested in an ol’ island ghost story around the same time things went...bad, for Ty and Rose. I wouldn’t want you to break any promises you made to Ty or Rose, but I believe the more you learned about Elizabeth and the brave, the past, the more worried you were about what was happenin’ in the present. But the brave and Elizabeth were murdered centuries before Rose passed away. I’m a pretty good detective, but I couldn’t figure out how everything fit together.’
 
   “He told me that it was the internet that stirred things back up for him. ‘I’m getting pretty good at finding things—crimes and criminals, mainly. But one day I started typing keywords into the search line—I typed in words that fit into the story—Jonas Parker. Elizabeth Parker. Parker’s Bluff. Murder. Finger. Drowning, owl, Rose, England, some other words that I don’t remember now. I found out a few things that fill in the story a little, but don’t explain everything.’
 
    “We were sitting there in the heat of late summer, listening to small swells bumpin’ along the hull every once in a while. ‘The first thing I found was an article about some local Halloween kind of stories by some reporter up in New England. One of the tales was about a mysterious lady who lived on a farm on the outskirts of town around the early 18th century.  She was seldom seen, but was beautiful, with flowin’ black hair, a striking figure, and a refined way of speakin’, hinting at an upper-crust English background. She had been in the town itself only a few times, buyin’ fancy furniture and pieces of art, paying with loose gems and fine jewelry. Sometimes a man would be with her, and she’d introduce him as her husband. He was as handsome as she was beautiful, a tall man with dark features who rarely spoke. The couple had two children, a daughter who appeared to be four or five years old, and a newborn son. One day a servant from their farm ran into town screamin’ and pleadin’ for help. She said there had been a huge fight between the couple that raged until late in the night, and in the mornin’ the entire family had simply vanished.’
 
   “He said that the local constables and some concerned men rode out to the farm and began a search. ‘The only thing unusual they found in the house was muddy footprints leadin’ down the staircase. They checked the stable and found a single horse was missin’ and a few fresh hoof prints circlin’ the house. It was near sunset when they found the bodies on the edge of the river, they were tangled in the branches of a toppled tree. She had bound her son to her with elaborate ribbons, and she herself was wearing a fine gown of the purest white. There were no signs of a struggle, the only wound they found on her was a missing finger that had healed long before that day.  The searchers carried the mother and child back to the yard of the house and quickly buried them, without any formal service or prayers said over the grave.’
 
   “The woman and her infant were said to haunt the house. Owners, and then caretakers reported hearing odd scratchin’ noises on the roof and doors, a small child laughing and movin’ unseen through rooms, and muffled footsteps on the stair steps to the second floor.
 
   “The house burned in 1867, the foundation and some charred timbers are all that’s left. In that same year an unknown party paid to have the woman—Elizabeth, and her son, exhumed and the bodies were relocated to a small cemetery on the edge of the French quarter of New Orleans.”
 
   Sam gave a low whistle and all he said was, “Holy shit. She was alive, she didn’t die in the swamp when Jonas stabbed her.”
 
   “And she was pregnant,” Billy speculated.
 
   “Elizabeth’s husband, or companion, he disappeared from the farm and reappeared in New Orleans. ‘I could only find a few other things related to the story.’ Bucky said, ‘A few men and women associated with the father and daughter, accordin’ to the newspapers, would go crazy and claim to be haunted by white owls and witches. But in New Orleans odd things happened so often that it wasn’t huge news.’ 
 
   “Finally, according to Bucky’s research, in 1976 there’s a birth announcement in the New Orleans paper, the Picayune or something like that. Born to Jonas and Elizabeth Parker, a daughter, Elizabeth Rose. ‘The time between Rose’s birth and her arrival on Parker’s Bluff must have been pretty normal, I couldn’t find anything about her life in New Orleans. Every time I did one of those searches I felt like someone was behind me, whisperin’ for me to leave well enough alone. And I think I will. I’ve never told Ty or Betty the things I found, the bits and pieces of the puzzle. I know enough, and I’ve raised enough ghosts, I think.’ He stared out at the ocean and told me, ‘I imagine that more and more parts of the whole story will pop up on the internet occasionally, but I think you don’t want to go there, Jason. I think you’re the last man who should dig any further.’ I followed his gaze and looked out at the calm water and the crystal clear sky and just nodded. Bucky walked back to the helm and pushed the boat hard back to the marina. We never talked about any of it again. Even the storage closet at town hall seemed to just disappear, it’s still there but it just seems like nobody ever sees it—the maintenance guys don’t try to clean it, nobody’s ever asked about it. I saw Betty and a locksmith examining the door one time about a year after all the shit hit the fan. I have a feeling the key for the new lock will never be found, and nobody will have any interest in opening that door again.” 
 
   Billy said softly, “Hauntin’s, they come easy in the South. And almost everybody, at least everybody around here, has one of their own.”
 
   “Sometimes they come around here way too easy,” I agreed.
 
   “This swamp has a way of being in a lot of ghost tales. It’s easy to let your mind....slip sideways in a place like this. Jonas, Elizabeth, the brave, White Owl, poor Rose, Ty, even the chief here, they got twisted into a knot,” John said. “But it’s like when lightning starts a fire out here. It burns for a long time, but the swamp eventually swallows it.”
 
   Sam said, “The other thing that seems to come up a lot around here is the treasure. What happened to us two months ago, and what went on with Jonas and Elizabeth, it almost makes you think the treasure itself is haunted.”
 
   An owl broke the silence of the camp with a single loud hoot that seemed to roll our way from deep in the swamp. I felt it pass and move in the direction of the island.
 
    
 
   The End
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