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CHAPTER ONE
 
 
Lilacs.
That was probably what the dead woman had once smelled like.
The scent drifted from the cupboard and crossed the kitchen as if riding a late spring breeze. Katy Logan sniffed and frowned. It was late September, too deep in the Appalachian autumn for any flowers but goldenrod, jewel weed, and hummingbird plant. She hoped Gordon wasn’t the type of man who believed in packaged deodorizers, those little plug-in things that looked great on a television commercial. The kind featuring a fashionable mom who could clean the house, build a career, raise three kids, and still manage to be dynamite in the sack, all without rumpling the pages of Cosmopolitan.
Katy had no doubt the scent was lilacs. Her mother Althea was a gardener, though her Floridian climate was 800 miles and 4,000 feet of elevation removed from the North Carolina mountains. Mom had collected a string of blue ribbons from flower shows across the panhandle. Katy’s green thumb had turned a sickly shade of chartreuse somewhere at the age of six, when she’d dumped a bucket of mud on a prize species of two-tone rose. Sent to bed without supper, Katy had fantasized about ripping Mom’s flower garden up by its roots.
To her, flowers were the stench of failure.
Katy let the pot she was scrubbing slide into the soapy water. The scent came again, stronger. It wasn’t a pure smell. The lilac had a faint musky undertone. Like old fish.
God, she shouldn’t have cooked Gordon swordfish last night. At least the heady lilac disguised the fish odor a little. She was as hapless in the kitchen as she was in the garden. Katy had always resisted the petty tyranny of the kitchen, its perfect order and shiny regimen, the confusing array of spices. Was it basil or oregano that tomato-based sauces needed most? Was it cinnamon or was it cloves that dominated a pumpkin pie? Did swordfish demand a freshly squeezed lemon or a splash of soy sauce?
Katy had gone with both lemon and soy last night, determined to be a good wife for Gordon. A textbook wife. An Old Testament wife, if necessary. She’d been the other kind of wife and didn’t have much to show for it.
Except Jett.
Katy dried her hands. A door slammed beyond the kitchen. Jett must be coming in, ready to hit the books and wow the teachers at Cross Valley High.
“Jett?” A smile slipped across Katy’s lips, and she could practically feel the furrows in her forehead smooth out. Like a Cosmo mom. No stress. Wrinkles were for those who succumbed to gravity.
Of course it’s Jett. Who else would it be?
Certainly not the woman you keep sensing when the house is empty. Because she doesn’t exist.
Jett, born Jessica, had gotten her nickname because of her inability to make sibilants as a toddler. Neither her first husband Mark nor Katy could resist the endearing speech impediment. When Jett had learned of ‘80’s black-clad, bad-girl rocker Joan Jett, the name was sealed.
Katy waited for the footsteps of her daughter. Jett was blossoming, her figure beginning to strain against her clothes, and the transition to womanhood was fraught with hormones. She was as likely to break into tears over an imaginary slight as to lean against her mother on the couch for a good cuddle. Her first expression would reveal the mood of the moment and trigger the latest salvo in the psychological battle.
Katy was glad to be done with the kitchen, anyway. Last night’s swordfish experiment had taught her that she’d better take it easy on becoming Supermom. Simply slapping an “S” on her chest hadn’t eased today’s stink any. She sprinkled baking soda into the trash can, hoping the odor would fade before Gordon came home.
“Jett?” she called again, closing the freezer.
Foot stomps, not steps.
Her daughter was in a mood that could only possess a fourteen-year-old. Anger, anger, anger with fat leather heels. A hard day in the classroom, no doubt. Or a boy. Probably both, since those went hand-in-hand when you were in your first year at a new school and real boys were just starting to rival Goth bands and fingernail polish for your attention. Except Jett had made an art form of being an outsider. Black wardrobe and attitude to spare.
Katy left the kitchen without a backward glance, the lilac-and-fish aroma and the whirring microwave occupying the room. Even after four months here, she still hadn’t become comfortable with the layout of Gordon’s house.
No, not Gordon’s house. OUR house. Until death do us part, just like I promised.
For the second time.
The front door of the two-story farmhouse opened onto the living room, with a foyer that was barely big enough for dirty shoes and damp umbrellas. The kitchen stood off to the right, interrupted by a stretch of hardwood floor that contained a dining table. Four chairs. Gordon must have always been an optimist, even during those last five years of bachelorhood.
Katy almost called for Jett again, but stopped herself. That might be construed as nagging. Katy had dropped the two of them into the middle of this new situation, so she owed her daughter a little slack. If Katy were compelled to be honest with herself, something she desperately avoided, she would admit Jett had endured the tougher transition.
Katy had done nothing more than say “I do” and turn in her resignation at Wells Fargo. Sure, she’d hated Charlotte anyway, and a small town called Solom in the Blue Ridge Mountains of North Carolina seemed like the perfect escape from the thirty-eight years that had given her nothing but a beautiful child and a bottomless well of insecurity. But for Jett, this move had been the equivalent of an emotional tsunami.
Not only had Jett left her father behind, she’d said goodbye to a small private school and a number of friends she’d known since diaper days. The two-bedroom-apartment on Queen Street had been traded for a restored wooden-frame house on thirty acres of slanted land. Jett couldn’t even get a decent cell phone signal out here, a point she’d drilled into Katy at every available opportunity. So Katy didn’t completely blame her for storming up the stairs to her room.
Thump thump thump, all the way up.
As a mother, Katy’s duty was to follow and tap quietly on Jett’s door. On her way, she made a half-hearted swipe at the dust that covered a curly maple coffee table. How could dust collect so fast? As a wedding present, Gordon had hired a professional cleaning service to perform a top-to-bottom wipe-down. But already the weight of domestic responsibility had settled in Katy’s heart as heavy as the dampness from the stream that ran behind the house.
As she climbed the stairs, she expected to hear the floor-shaking beat of industrial Goth, music that Katy dared not criticize lest it gain a permanent slot on her daughter’s play list. Katy had helped Jett shop for her first studded dog collar, a possibly scarring experience for them both. Since then, Jett had eschewed the collars as part of her black leather-and-vinyl outfits, along with the occasional denim complement, and Katy had withheld fashion advice. Katy didn’t relate to the Goth look, but she recalled her own youthful experiments in hippie chic, frayed bell bottoms and paisley blouses worn without a bra. She shuddered to imagine herself in such a costume now, and figured Jett had the right to make her own choices she would later regret.
You get to make your own mistakes. Except the choice to do drugs.
Katy paused at the top of the stairs. Below, the footsteps crossed the living room, headed for the kitchen. How could Jett have gotten back downstairs so fast?
“Jett?”
A snack. No adolescent’s afternoon was complete without an apple or a peanut-butter-and-jelly sandwich. They were growing, after all, pushing towards adulthood, shoving aside the generation ahead. But did Jett have to sneak around to do it? Couldn’t she just give a shove and declare her independence?
Instead of going back downstairs in search of her wayward daughter, Katy went down the hall to her and Gordon’s bedroom. She opened the walnut door with a creak of century-old hinges. The room was always dark, even now with the five-o’clock sun at the windows. The shelves were thick with Southern Appalachian history, outsider sculptures carved in seven species of native woods, stacks of cassette tapes from old evangelical radio stations, dozens of family Bibles arrayed in rows. Gordon’s work was his life, had apparently always been. She wondered if he would ever be able to change. Men rarely changed, but women kept hoping, a snake trying to swallow its own tail but never even catching it. It was a game as old as Adam and Eve.
A rustling arose from inside the closet on Gordon’s side of the room.
The closet was barely big enough for a person to stand inside, and the space was filled with the regalia of an academic’s profession: black and blue suits, white shirts, polished shoes, and a tuxedo. The closet was open, the ancient door handle missing its knob.
Nobody in there.
Of course not.
She doesn’t exist.
Besides, she’d heard no footsteps.
Stress.
From slapping the old “S” on the chest.
The noise came again from the hollow of the closet. Mice. A house developed holes over the years, especially in a rural setting. Generations of mice had the opportunity to search for crevices, to explore the corner boards and probe the openings where utility lines entered the walls. Supermom would have to learn to set traps.
She’d mention the mice to Gordon. Maybe he was the type who would insist on taking care of the problem. He’d never been much of a traditionalist in other gender areas, though. He’d let her keep her maiden name of Logan. Katy had said she wanted to remain a Logan for sentimental reasons, because she didn’t want Jett to feel left out with a different name. In truth, changing her name back after her divorce had been so troublesome she never wanted to endure it again. Not that she was planning to get divorced again. Of course, she’d also said she’d never get married again, and here she was, in Gordon’s house, becoming a Smith.
The front door swung open and banged closed. “Mom, I’m home.”
Home? But you came home five minutes ago.
Katy frowned at the closet, wondering if she should peek inside and scare the mice away. No, may as well let them get comfortable. Made them easier to snare. She hurried from the room and called from the top of the stairs. “Honey, what’s going on?”
“Nothing. I just got out of school. I caught a ride from Mrs. Stansberry up the road. You know, the math teacher.”
Katy was halfway down the stairs when Jett came into view. Freckles like Mom, but black hair instead of red, cut short in bangs and the rear spiked with mousse. The darker hair was one of Mark’s genetic contributions, along with a gangly frame, though Jett had dyed it a shoe-polish black for dramatic effect. Jett had taken to slumping so she wouldn’t tower over the ninth-grade boys. Jett smacked her gum, a habit she’d picked up in Charlotte and clung to with all the defiance and resentment of a quarantined goat.
“I haven’t met Mrs. Stansberry,” Katy said. “I’d rather you not ride with strangers.”
Jett let her book bag drop to the floor. “She’s not a stranger. She lives up the road. She knows Gordon.”
Gordon. It was odd to hear Jett call him by his first name, as if he were an acquaintance instead of her stepfather. But “Dad” wouldn’t do. Mark, for all his faults, deserved the sole right to that title. Even if he’d done little more than squirt a seed invisible to the naked eye, then roll over and snore for about eight years.
“You could ride the bus.”
Jett was already headed to the kitchen, heels clopping on the floor. Just like the footsteps Katy had heard minutes before. “The bus is lame,” Jett said. “That’s for babies and poor kids. Bethany’s getting rides from a junior.”
Katy descended the rest of the stairs, following into the kitchen. “This Bethany, she’s in your class?”
Jett pulled her head from the refrigerator. “You never listen to anything. She’s my best friend. And her boyfriend flunked a grade, plus he’s on the football team and has a Corvette.”
That sounded like the kind of guy who would have drugs. The last thing Jett needed. “I hope you have better judgment than that.”
Jett kneed the refrigerator closed, hands full with a yogurt, Diet Sprite, celery, and a microwave burrito. “Jeez, Mom. I’m not a kid anymore, remember? Feminine products and stuff?”
The period. Katy had given her plenty of instruction about how blood was all part of being a woman. Jett had still panicked when she’d awoken to find a red splotch on her sheets. But, as Katy had also taught her, women accepted and women endured.
“Okay,” Katy said. “Just because biologically you can have a baby doesn’t mean you’re ready to date.”
“Mom, don’t get in my face about it. I’m not dating anybody. I haven’t done anything wrong.” Jett leaned against the counter, set down her snacks, and peeled back the lid on the yogurt.
“Sorry, honey.” Katy went to the sink and the never-ending demand of dirty dishes. “I know the move has been hard on you.”
Jett shrugged. “One sucky place is as good as another.”
“Do you smell lilacs?”
“All I smell is stinky fish. That swordfish was so not right. I mean, it tasted good and all, but there’s not enough Lysol spray in the world to hide it.”
Katy plunged her hands into the dishwater. “I’m sorry you had to give up Charlotte. I know you had a lot of friends there and—”
“We talked about it, okay? Jeez, you wouldn’t even get married until I gave my permission.”
“Please stop saying ‘Jeez.’ You know Gordon finds it disrespectful.”
Jett looked up, gave a theatrical lift of her arms, and said, “Do you see Gordon? I don’t see Gordon. In fact, you never see Gordon. He’s practically a ghost in his own life.”
“He works hard, honey. He has a lot of responsibilities at the university.”
“Assistant vice dean of continuing something-or-other? Sounds like a job he could do over the Internet.”
“He also teaches.”
“Like, what? One class this semester? A seminar on obscure hillbilly cults?”
“He’s well-known in his field.”
“What field is that, exactly?”
“I don’t know. Appalachian religion, I guess.”
Jett dug into her yogurt. The Yoplait painted her lips a milky green. “So how are you handling giving up your career?”
“I have a career. I’m your mother and Gordon’s wife.”
“I meant one where you make money and get to dress up and do stuff. Get out of the house.”
“I’m very happy, honey.” Katy glanced at the orange rings of greasy suds floating on top of the dishwater. She forced her focus through the window, to the barns outside and the barbed-wire stretch of meadow. Gordon had seven head of cattle, two of them the Black Angus variety. Gordon said that was where the breeding money was. Breeding money. Sounded a little obscene to Katy, like a prostitute’s tip for services adequately performed. But the goats were his real pride. She could see a few of them, young bucks separated from the rest because they would try to mount anything that moved, including their mothers.
“Maybe you can be happy enough for both of us.” Jett had bottomed out on the Yoplait and popped the tab on the Sprite.
“It will get easier for you.”
“Sure. In tenth grade, or twelfth, or maybe college. By then, nobody will know I’m the new kid and I’ll lose these Frankenstein wires.” Jett grimaced, flashing her braces.
“They go fine with your studded bracelet.”
“Cute, Mom.”
“Solom isn’t so bad. I kind of like the peace and quiet.”
“That’s the problem. It’s as quiet as a graveyard. And what’s with that creepy tabernacle up the road, with the steeple that looks like a KKK hood?”
“Gordon said it’s a family tabernacle, charismatic Baptists.”
“Did Gordon get baptized there or something? What do they dunk you in, goat’s milk?”
“Honey, Gordon is taking good care of us. He opened up his home and heart. I know he’s not your dad, but he’s trying his best. Let’s give it some time, okay?”
“Time. You’re already old and over with and you’ve got all the time in the world. I’m only fourteen and every second counts.” Jett walked her burrito to the microwave.
“Don’t get too full before dinner. I’m planning spaghetti.”
“From a can, I hope.”
“Jett.”
“Sorry, Mom. You creep me out when you cook. I’m on a diet, anyway.”
“Girls shouldn’t be on diets.” Katy wished she had canceled her subscription to Cosmopolitan. Katy had never been able to measure up, and Jett had often thumbed through those same magazine pages. The Buddhists said desire was the cause of all suffering. But Buddhists occasionally set themselves aflame to prove a point. Maybe suffering was the cause of all desire.
“It’s okay,” Jett said, then began reading aloud from the burrito wrapper. “Calories: three-hundred-and-twenty. Grams of fat: fifteen. Serving size: two ounces.” She turned the wrapper around. “Apparently this single burrito contains three servings, so I won’t have to eat again until lunch tomorrow.”
“You’d better be hungry in time for the spaghetti, or I’ll start serving up goat meat.”
Goats had become a joke between them because half the local farms raised the animals. Beyond Gordon’s cow pasture was a hillside dotted with the stunted white creatures, their heads constantly down as they gnawed the world to its roots. Goats preferred to browse in the forest, only coming down at dusk when Gordon fed them grain or hay. Gordon’s breeders had been fruitful this fall, and the herd seemed to have doubled in size since the wedding.
“Do goats smell any worse than swordfish?” Jett asked, waving her burrito to cool it down.
“Depends on which end you stick your nose in.”
“Gross, Mom.” Jett gathered up the remnants of her snack, leaving the empty yogurt cup on the counter. “I’m going upstairs to study. If the phone rings, I’m not home.”
“Expecting a call?”
“Not from anybody you need to worry about.” And Jett was out of the room, leaving Katy with a kitchen that had too many items out of place. She glanced at the clock. Gordon might be home soon. Or maybe not. This was Tuesday, and the departmental staff often went out together on Tuesdays. Something about celebrating almost getting through half a week.
She decided to put a pot of water on just in case. Spaghetti only took fifteen minutes. She would be brave and not resort to the prepared sauces in the pantry. Instead, she would go for diced tomatoes and fresh mushrooms. Except, what did you spice a spaghetti sauce with? Basil or oregano? She ducked into the pantry and pulled out the Gregorio brand. She held the jar near her face and read the ingredients. Salt, oregano, basil, garlic. Okay, she could handle that. She didn’t know the proper ratios but if she were conservative then it might balance out. If worse came to worse, she could fry up some hamburger; that would wipe out all the other flavors. Or goat. Goat would do the trick.
Goatghetti. A traditional Appalachian-Italian dish.
She tucked the jar back on the pantry shelf, then paused.
The smell of lilac rose like a solid thing, brushed against Katy, embraced her. She shivered, though the pantry was dry and breezeless.
Footsteps sounded again, those hard heels leading from the pantry and across the kitchen.
No.
She doesn’t exist.
No matter what Katy had seen and heard and imagined these past few weeks, this kitchen belonged to her. This was her house now. Until death did she and Gordon part.
Behind Katy, the Gregorio fell to the floor with a brittle shattering of glass.
 


 
 
CHAPTER TWO
 
 
Lame, lame, lame.
Jett tried to concentrate on her homework. World History, memorizing the long list of white Europeans, whom they killed, and when. The problem with history textbooks was they never got into the why of it all. Of course, the class spent only a day each on India and Africa, and China, the world’s most populous country, earned a shared chapter with Japan. Jett decided world history could be summed up in a single word, and she’d write it in on the next essay test: B-O-R-I-N-G.
Make that two words. E-F-F-I-N-G boring.
Her attention wandered from the book in front of her. If only she had an X-Box or a TV in her room. Too bad she’d gotten stuck with one of those weird moms, the kind who checked up on their daughters and paid attention to their moods. Why couldn’t she have Bethany’s mom, who had signed for birth control pills, given her daughter a cell phone with unlimited minutes, and turned her loose with a football stud? Now that was love. That was understanding. That was knowing what a daughter needed.
Jett looked out the window. Anywhere but at her book. The hills crawled away toward the horizon, a few barns and houses scattered among the green hills. Solom, North Carolina. Howdy-doody-horseshit.
She’d taken to cussing in her mind. Rarely out loud, because Mom was one of those old-fashioned types who said cussing was the cheap tool of small minds, and Gordon was a bastard about blasphemy. Better to think up something clever and leave them baffled and off-balance, Mom always said. Of course, it was easy for Mom. She hadn’t been fourteen years old in a century or so. She’d forgotten what it was like.
Solom. Population—what, three dozen, unless you counted the horses and goats and cows?
Three churches, a post office, a general store, and five Rebel flags.
Charlotte wasn’t all that great, either. At Jett’s last public school, a kid had gotten knifed at the bus stop over a dope deal. Dope was one of those things that horrified the teachers and parents, but most of the kids didn’t pay attention. It was there if you wanted it, and if you could hang with that crowd. Jett didn’t hang but she’d tried a joint and then she was lighting up every morning before school. That led to other things.
Like father, like daughter.
Of course, Solom might not even have dope, as backwoods as it was. The big deal here was joining the 4-H Club, breeding prize-winning livestock, and growing cabbage. And going to church. No fewer than half a dozen girls had invited Jett to their churches in her first week at school, and every one of them attended a different one. Drip Creek Union Baptist, Cross Valley Living Water Fellowship, True Light Tabernacle, Solom Free Will Baptist, Solom Methodist Church of the Cross, Rush Branch Primitive Baptist Church. Gordon could probably explain the differences, but if he even tried, Jett would fall asleep by the second sentence.
Not that Gordon was completely bad. Mom had spent months and months telling Jett all about it. About how Gordon was nice to Mom, how he took care of the family, how he opened up his home and gave them a future. About how Gordon would be a good father—not her real father, of course—but he would be there if she ever needed him. Gordon was rock solid, reliable, ready to take on arrogant teachers and subscribe to Parent Magazine, preview every PG-13 movie before Jett could watch it, and check on her Facebook friends.
Sure, Gordon was all right. His eyes were dull and gentle behind those thick lenses. He read a lot and must be pretty smart, judging by all those degrees and certificates on the wall of his downstairs office. If World History started to mess with her, Gordon would probably have all the answers. But there was one major problem with Gordon.
He wasn’t her dad.
He was Gordon. Mark was Dad. Dad wasn’t even Mark, just Dad. He didn’t need a name. If her cell phone could get a decent signal in this hillbilly backwater, she’d give Dad a call right now and tell him about this little cluster of outhouses called Solom.
There was one place she could get a signal.
The wind blew the curtains apart, giving Jett a full view of the barn and its dark windows. She imagined ancient creatures flitting and fluttering around in the eaves.
Inside the hayloft, a light flashed. Must be a lantern, because it flickered and bobbed instead of cutting a solid arc the way a flashlight would.
Jett was no hick, but even she knew better than to carry a lantern in a barn. With all that straw and stuff, a dry barn was like a whatchyamacallit on a galleon, the kind of ship the English sank in the Spanish Armada in 1588. A powder keg. Where one spark meant ka-blooey.
She went to the window. The sun was low in the sky but not yet touching the horizon, so it was probably a little before seven. Why did some lamebrain need a lantern in the barn when it wasn’t even dark yet?
The light was gone. Probably her imagination. What did she think it was, some secret signal? One if by goat, two if by cow?
Jett pressed her face against the glass and peered up the slope that faced the barn’s opening. Nothing but forest, pasture, the big cornfield, and the garden. Not a single neon sign in sight.
So freaking desolate. Where are the hip outlet stores? I’d kill for a Starbucks.
Thinking of designer coffee and unlimited shopping made her a little homesick for Charlotte. Or maybe just wistful. She missed Dad, as much as she hated to admit it. She understood why Mom got custody—Dad was lucky to get any visitation at all, given his track record—but that didn’t ease the sense of abandonment.
Jett thought about telling Mom her feelings, because Mom kept saying they were in this together and would “get through it together.” But Mom had enough to worry about, what with a smelly kitchen and dirty dishes and a new husband and nothing to do all day but clean house. Jett didn’t even dare use the downstairs landline, because Mom or Gordon would see the number and grill her for an hour on what they’d talked about. Like Dad was some sort of evil troll who could corrupt her from a distance.
She glanced at the textbook on her desk. “To hell with you, Archduke of Ferdinand.”
She slipped her iPhone in her jacket pocket and left the room, pausing at the head of the stairs to make sure Mom wasn’t lurking. A pot clattered to the floor in the kitchen downstairs. “Shooty-booty,” Mom yelled, not aware she had an audience.
Mom was busy making the perfect meal, all four food groups represented, as colorful as anything in Women’s World Weekly, the calories toted up, the serving dishes neatly spaced on the dining room table. When Mom was in housewife mode, Jett could get away with murder. She slipped down the stairs and out the back door. The barn was thirty yards away, weathered and gray, the sun bouncing off its dull tin roof.
Gordon’s barn was weird. The boards on the top story slanted upward in the angle of a vee, and the loft opening was a black, upside-down triangle. The barn leaned slightly to the side in a wobbly geometry. The other barns in Solom had the same appearance, like something M.C. Escher would draw while stoned. Jett’s secret obsession with art might come in handy if she ever needed to sketch a picture of her pathetic life.
The barn was separated from the house by a brown stretch of garden. The vegetables were mostly played out for the year, the tomato plants hanging like crucified black witches from their stakes. The only green was from the rows of fat cabbage heads, thick bottom leaves curled and yellowed, evoking an image of blondes buried to their necks in the dirt. That would be sweet. Jett despised blondes, resented their vacant faces and blue eyes and the amount of silliness that the boys expected from them. Plus, Bethany was blonde.
The frost had come two nights before, sending the garden to seed. Jett had been delighted by the sight of it, waking up to see the billion silver sparkles across the landscape. Then she’d had to wait for the bus at the end of the road and decided that cold was for the Eskimos, she’d take a sunburn in Charlotte any day.
She dreaded the coming winter. Snow was a rarity in the Piedmont, but these mountains on the Tennessee border received four or five feet of snow per year. Probably glaciers, too, cutting through the valley and scooping up goats, cows, donkeys, and enough rednecks to fill the stands at a tractor pull.
Now, now, Jett, she could hear her mother say. Mom had a way of doing that, popping into her head with a voice of common sense when all Jett wanted to do was make fun of people and turn her back on the screwed-up world that never seemed to heed her wishes. She was a Goth goddess and an outsider, and that gave her a hammer. She could knock down anything that stood in her way.
Including the goat that stood between the edge of the garden and the barn.
Gordon’s pet goat.
It was mostly white, with a few tan splotches on its belly. Two worn stubs of horns grew out of the skull like the thumbs of dirty gloves, the left one corkscrewed in an odd direction. The eyes were the color of a storm ditch, and the black pupils were horizontal slits. The goat raised its head and stared at Jett. A long tuft of hair trailed from its gut to the ground, matted with the animal’s own urine. Somewhere in front of that grotesquely dangling sac was its mysterious penis, but she didn’t look too long.
Abraham, the goat was called. One of Gordon’s religious jokes, the kind he let loose out of one side of his mouth, sitting in his overstuffed chair while reading a book, not caring if anyone heard him or not. Gordon had a lot of inside jokes. He would chuckle to himself, the sound rolling up from his ample belly and squirting out beneath his mustache. Poor Mom tried her best to keep up, to ask him to explain, but lately she’d taken to answering with a half-hearted laugh, a nod, and a stare off into the corner of the room.
“Howdy, Abraham,” Jett said. “Good kitty.”
Abraham dipped his head, swiveled his neck to look at the worn patch of meadow behind him, then swicked his short tail to scare up some flies.
“Nice kitty, kitty, kitty. Just got a call to make here.”
Jett approached the wire fence, getting a foothold in one of the squares along a locust post. The gate was on the far side of the barn, a long walk. The fence was topped with a single strand of barbed wire, but that would be no trouble for an athletic fourteen-year-old. All it would take was a hop and skip, then a jump and roll like an Olympic gymnast finishing up a spastic routine. Abraham twisted his jaws, bits of green dribbling from the pale lips.
Is five minutes of talking to Dad worth this?
Halfway over the fence, her legs splayed on each side, Jett lost her balance. Her left hand hit the top wire and one of the rusted metal barbs pierced her palm.
“Holy smoke-a-roly, Jeez Louise, you spazzo,” she hissed, depleting her entire repertoire of replacement cusswords. She put the wound to her mouth and sucked, hoping to draw out the tetanus and West Nile virus and herpes and whatever else you caught from farm animals. Abraham lifted his head, ears perking. His nose wriggled as he sniffed the air. He took three steps toward Jett.
“Nothing to see here, folks,” Jett said. “Just move on along.”
The only moving Abraham was doing was closer.
“Seriously,” she said, her voice cracking just a little. “No harm, no foul.”
Abraham snorted and his head doddered, the filthy white beard waving in the breeze. Jett looked back at the house. Mom was busy in the kitchen. Not that Jett would call for help, even if her life depended on it.
What’s the effing deal? Scared of a doofy goat. No wonder the kids at school make fun of you. You ain’t country, you ain’t mountain, you ain’t from ‘round here. You’re freaky. You like to draw and read Vonnegut and Palahniuk. You have purple bootlaces, a black leather bracelet, and a button of Robert Smith in silhouette on your backpack. A Gothling in the land of Levis and plaid cotton. A confused pilgrim in the Promised Land. No wonder you look like billy-goat bait from Abraham’s point of view.
Easy meat.
“I’m not scared,” she said to Abraham. “I’m the human here. The top of the food chain. I’m the one who can toss your furry butt on the altar.”
Abraham was unimpressed. He eased closer, his musky stench assailing her. Jett dangled from the top of the fence, her crotch dangerously close to the barbed wire. She couldn’t flip herself to either side without risking some sort of unimaginable disaster, the kind that no amount of feminine products could stanch.
Maybe Mom would hear her if she yelled. But she pictured the scene that would greet Mom, her daughter straddling the fence, held at bay by a goat. Christ, she wasn’t a four-year-old anymore. This wasn’t a Charlotte playground where the crack kids would mug you for your iPod. This was her new home, the place where she would grow to womanhood, where she would crawl through her defining moments. High school, soccer team, first boyfriend, junior prom, and with any luck, the place where she would lose her virginity. All those things were much scarier than a goddamned goat.
And she was going to talk to Dad come hell or high water, just because it now seemed God and the universe were conspiring to prevent it. Just another judge dishing out a court order without knowing the real deal.
She clenched her jaw and launched herself toward the meadow. Abraham, startled, stepped back. Jett landed on the balls of her feet, raised herself into a jiu-jitsu stance, and said, “Bring it on, butthead.”
Apparently the butthead was awed by her display, because Abraham backed away, the horizontal pupils fixed on his sudden adversary. Jett waved her hands in a shooing motion and headed toward the barn. The gash in the center of her palm threw off bright sparks of pain, but she focused her attention on the loft. Whoever was inside must have seen her. The loft beyond the triangle was dark and still.
Jett hurried to the open mouth of the barn, expecting Abraham to charge at any moment. She’d prowled the barn before. That was one of the first things that caught her eye when Gordon had brought his new family to the mountain farm. Gordon had flashed a pleased grin at Jett’s interest, but in truth, Jett had been desperate to get away from him. A two-hour car ride up from Charlotte had been about all the Gordon she could handle for one day. So the barn had been both an adventure and an escape, and she’d explored it a couple of times since, imagining a roll in the hay with a boy, though she couldn’t picture the boy’s face or exactly what they were supposed to be doing, only that it was something that would make grown-ups mad.
Plus it offered the clearest cell signal on the farm, so it became an escape, making every conversation both risky and deliciously sneaky.
The bottom floor of the barn was nothing to get excited about. Strands of hay and dried waste laid a mottled carpet, and a few stalls at the back were empty. Apparently Gordon’s ancestors had killed cattle and pigs here, but Gordon said it wasn’t right to slaughter the innocent. Only the guilty. Not that good old Gord was a vegetarian; he just let other people do his killing for him.
A set of crooked stairs led to the loft. Black squares in the floor above allowed hay to be thrown down to the animals. Jett listened for hooves on wood, chickens scratching, goats rubbing against the walls. A delicious shiver of defiance ran up her spine. She twisted the leather bracelet for courage.
She leaned against the wall, held her breath, and waited a second to make sure Mom hadn’t seen her from the kitchen window. She peeked through the boards once more, and a rheumy green eye looked back at her. She yelped and fell on her rump, crab-crawling away from the eye. Then Abraham gave his moist snort, and Jett sighed, dust filling her nostrils.
Scared out of her wits by a goat. Bethany would laugh her ass off.
Jett stood and brushed herself off, determined not to be girly. She had just as much right to this barn as Abraham did. After all, she was family now, whether she liked it or not. She was part of this hillbilly stretch of uneven dirt; it was her turf, home territory, the farm. Besides, if worse came to worse, she could yell for Mom and have an ally. Mom was always on her side, no matter the battle.
Some old bits of hardware hung from pegs on the wall: a length of chain, stinky brown rope, a hackamore, rusty branch clippers, and a backpack spray tank that looked like a leftover prop from a Fifties big-bug sci-fi movie.
She eased up the stairs. The second tread creaked like an arthritic toad. She paused, letting her weight settle. No sound from above.
At the top of the stairs stood a rough door, sagging, the boards wired together. She thought she heard a soft thumping in the loft. She slipped out her phone and checked the signal. Barely a blip. She’d have to go all the way up.
Sounds like the kind of last idea that dumb girls in horror movies get.
The interior of the barn had grown darker, and no doubt the sun was just beginning its slide down Three Hump Mountain in the west. She used the light from phone’s screen to illuminate the top of the stairs. The loft was going to be dark and creepy. Maybe she should have just used the landline and dealt with it.
Dad’s probably wasted anyway. He won’t even remember we talked.
But she would. That was the point.
A snort.
From below. She looked down.
Abraham stood on the barn floor, head lifted. Looking right at her. Jett could swear the animal was grinning, teeth glimmering wetly in the half-light, as if he could read her mind and knew all about the misery of a girl’s broken home.
“Go away,” she mouthed. Goats were renowned eating machines, reducing forests to wastelands, eating the very fences that tried to hem them in. Maybe Abraham had a little bit of brains, since he didn’t seem to be in the middle of eating something at the moment.
Abraham stared at her with those boxy pupils.
Jett looked around, found a dry corn cob, and raised herself up to toss it. She flipped her arm forward and the cob spun end-over-end, striking Abraham just between the horns. He blinked and dipped his neck, grabbed the cob with his lips, and ground it between his teeth. The sound was like that of an alphabet block dropped into a whirring blender.
“Shh,” she said. She looked about for something else to throw, maybe something with a little heft.
The hinges rasped behind her. She turned toward the door, lost her balance, and grabbed for the rail. She almost dropped her phone. The door yawned, shadows pouring out to match those that had risen from the floor.
The thing loomed, seven feet tall, a lantern in one gloved hand that cast flickering shadows up into a face she couldn’t see because of the straw hat pulled low. Its other hand held a darkly gleaming scythe.
 



 
CHAPTER THREE
 
 
Cabbage.
Katy hated the stuff. When cooked, it stank almost as much as swordfish. But Gordon had grown it in the garden, and therefore it achieved all the sacred status of a sacrificial lamb. She could cop out and make slaw, a little mayo, celery seed, and paprika and she’d be done. But she wanted Gordon to know she had broken a sweat, and she might accidentally cut her thumb in the bargain and prove herself a worthy mountain farm wife.
She lifted the heavy knife and was about to snick a fat green-white wedge when the scream pierced the air.
Jett.
Not from upstairs, so it couldn’t be Jett.
Outside.
Maybe the cat had gotten a baby rabbit. Katy had been startled by the first bunny scream she’d ever heard, on a Sunday morning several weeks back. It was the keening of a raped woman, the grunt of a gutted man, and the mournful wail of an abandoned child all rolled into one. Gordon had chuckled at her leap from the bed. “City girl,” he’d admonished.
But Gordon wasn’t here and this was no laughing matter.
The scream came again, and this time it did sound like Jett, and it came from the barn, muffled by the chestnut walls.
Time for Supermom without a cape, her uniform stained blue jeans and beige sleeveless blouse instead of blue-and- red tights with a yellow S stretched across her boobs.
She burst onto the porch, raising the knife as if she meant business.
Katy made a direct line toward the barn, kicking away the dormant lilies that had grown around the Smith house for decades. She plowed through the garden, her flip-flops throwing up brown bits of dirt and dead vegetation. The gate was at the end of the driveway, but it was thirty yards out of the way. The fence was right in front of her, sparkling silver in the sunset, but seemed as ephemeral as a spider web. Her heart beat monkey rhythms.
Where was Jett?
She was unaware of leaping the fence, though one foot had probably reached the top strand of hog wire, but she stumbled on the other side, the knife flying from her hand as she fell to her knees. The barn rose before her, a haunted vault of straw and cow manure, as ancient as the family that had erected it. Her daughter, her life, her soul was in there.
She scrambled to her feet and found the knife. Her breath was a sick series of dry heaves in her chest. As she entered the barn, she raised the blade like a talisman.
“Jett?”
No answer, only the wooden echo of her pulse.
The inside of the barn had gone to a bruised shade of purple with sunset.
Creeeeeek.
The loft.
She squinted and found the stairs and was halfway to them when a blur of motion came from her left.
“Jett?”
Katy’s gasp tasted of dust. She stepped back as the body fell from above, its arms flailing in the half-light, the waist bent at an obscene angle. She cringed, waiting for it to fall in a splintering heap of bones on the crooked steps. Instead, the body bounced and sprawled on the dirt floor at her feet. She jumped away, slamming her back into a locust support beam.
The body was too large to be Jett’s. It was face down, the limbs askew. Katy waited for breathing or a wheeze of pain to come from the twisted figure. After a few moments of silence, she eased forward and nudged the body with her toe. It moved with a rodent rustle, too light to be flesh and bone.
Katy knelt and touched the flannel of the shirt, then lifted the head. Straw and cotton spilled from a split seam in the clothing. It was a scarecrow, mildewed and ragged. Her ascent up the stairs must have dislodged it from its seasonal slumber dangling from a rusty nail. A length of braided hemp rope was tied in a noose around its neck, the top end frayed. The head was a burlap sack stuffed with wads of gray cotton, with two burned holes for eyes and a ragged stitch of a smile. Its straw planter’s hat had rolled away, a jagged crescent torn in the brim as if some animal had taken a big bite.
Maybe Jett had seen the scarecrow and thought it was a person and freaked out, just as Katy had done. After all, Gordon had told her the legend, too, and Jett’s face had gone pale while listening, making her black eye shadow even more dramatic.
But there were worse things than legends. Like drugs. What if Jett had scored some molly or crystal meth, something that turned reality into a rocket ride down a nightmare chute to hell?
“Jett?”
Footsteps drummed on the loft floor above. Boots, too heavy to be Jett’s ankle-high black leather things.
Katy mounted the steps, glancing at the four chicken-wired windows on the lower floor, wishing more of the fading sunlight would pour through and burn her fear away. But she had little room for fear, because worry took over. At the top of the stairs, she eased up the little metal hasp that kept the door fastened. She gathered chickens and sometimes fed the livestock, but she’d rarely visited the loft.
Too bad she wasn’t Supermom for real. X-ray vision would come in handy right now. The light was a little better up here, thanks to the large triangles cut into each end of the barn. Uneven squares of dirty blonde hay were stacked around like an autistic giant’s alphabet blocks. Stalks of tobacco dangled upside down at the far end of the barn, speared on poles, the drying leaves like the wings of reddish-brown bats.
Could Jett be playing some bizarre game of hide-and-seek? She wasn’t the type to scream. If Jett wanted to get attention, she usually came up with some mind-blowing observation or another. But Katy had been neglecting Jett in favor of Gordon lately, even though Jett’s world had been shaken more than anyone’s by the move to Solom.
“Okay, Jett,” she said. “Fun’s over. Come on out.”
She heard a giggle, or maybe it was only a breeze rifling the parched tobacco.
“Dinner’s probably burning,” Katy said. “If you thought the swordfish was bad, wait until you smell scorched cabbage.”
Katy felt silly holding the knife, so she tucked it behind her back as she headed between the rows of hay. The air was as thick as snuff, motes spinning in the shafts of dying sunlight. A few loose piles of hay were scattered here and there, near the black square holes in the floor through which silage was thrown down to the animals. Katy expected Jett to jump from behind a stack at any moment, or burst up from one of the hay piles in a sneeze-inducing spray of gold. Good prank, except that would spoil dinner. She wanted Gordon in a good mood, so maybe they could finally finish consummating their marriage.
“Cute, honey. We can have a good laugh over the dinner table.”
No answer. The time Jett had taken acid in Charlotte—after lying to Katy about spending the night at a friend’s house—she’d stayed out alone until morning, hiding in a storm sewage pipe, showing up late for school the next day, dirty, wild-eyed, and ravaged by insects. Katy, who was called to the school, had picked her up, taken her to the doctor, and let the school psychologist give the lecture. The divorce was to blame, of course. Katy was to blame. Something in Jett had changed after that, a drifting look in her eyes, a secretive smile that spoke of more journeys to come. Hopefully this wasn’t one of them.
Katy made her way through the maze of bales to the far end of the barn. She looked through the triangle to the wooded hills above. A few goats dotted the slopes, browsing in the brush at the edge of the forest. In the adjacent meadow, separated by a stitch of fencing, cows worked the grass, their heads swiveling, ears twitching against the insects.
“Jett, seriously. Don’t make me get mad.” She tapped the knife against a post. “The scarecrow trick was a good one. Spooked the living daylights out of me. I bet you can’t wait to tell Gordon.”
No answer. Maybe Jett had already slipped down the stairs and was waiting at the dinner table, or in her room, cheeks swollen with the laughter she was storing up. At any rate, Jett was fourteen and could find her way to the house with no trouble, even in the dark.
But that scream—
It hadn’t sounded like a joke.
If there had even been a scream. Maybe, like the perfume in the kitchen or the footsteps that had no legs, the scream had been nothing more than invisible smoke. The farm wasn’t haunted. Despite the way Gordon’s first wife had died.
This is silly. Katy decided she would check on dinner, and if she didn’t see Jett in the house, she would grab a flashlight and return. Without the knife.
“Okay, Jett,” she yelled, annoyed at herself, her words stifled by the hay. “I’m going back to the house. And I’m never going to let you out of my sight for the rest of your life. Plus you’re grounded until you’re a hundred and twelve.”
The lower floor of the barn was darker as she descended the stairs. The air was as cool as a cellar. A soft, moist sighing arose from the packed floor. She swallowed hard and took another step, nearly slipping to fall alongside the prone scarecrow. Something large and pale moved in the shadows, and Katy tightened her grip on the knife.
Damn Gordon and his mountain legends. The one about the haunted scarecrow, in particular. About how it only walked at late harvest, when the corn was turning hard and brown and the first frosts settled on the land. According to legend, the scarecrow climbed down from the stake where it had hung all growing season like a neglected Christ on the cross. Then it dragged itself into the barn, where it feasted on one of the animals, filling its dry throat with fresh blood. Sustained until winter, the scarecrow then returned to its stake, though on moonlit nights you might see rusty red spots on its sackcloth head. Gordon’s eyes glistened as he’d told the story, and Katy had given the uneasy laugh he expected in response.
This was the right time of year. And the scarecrow that had fallen at her feet looked just like the one that leaned broken and sad in the cornfield at the end of the vegetable garden.
No. That was just a mountain folk tale. Not a wives’ tale, because no wife would be so stupid as to pass along a story like that. Katy could come up with a rational explanation. Holder of a business degree from Queen’s College, assistant to the board of directors at the Wells Fargo branch, she was made of stern stuff. Almost boring but ultimately practical.
So THINK.
Surely a big farm like this one had several scarecrows. Gordon’s family had probably saved them, the same way frugal farm families had always hoarded things that could be used again. Besides, it was just a sack of straw. Flannel and old denim and scraps. No matter the legends.
The dim outline of the scarecrow made a lesser darkness on the floor, the gray socks of the feet poking out of the jeans, gloves at the end of each sleeve. The left sock, the one closest to her, twitched.
The wind, had to be. Except the air was as still as sundown.
Katy put out her own foot, meaning to kick the sock in case a frantic mouse was inside and upset that its nest had been disturbed. The straw toes flexed and curled, then the foot kicked back at her.
The scarecrow would rise to its elbows and knees and haul itself off to eat a chicken or pig or maybe even a cow, ready to gnaw with those teeth—what would its teeth be?—kernels of giant, hardened corn, piercing flesh and grinding bone and—
The boots sounded above her again.
She hadn’t imagined them. Despite her hallucinations in the house, she wasn’t losing her mind. Scarecrows didn’t move by themselves and her new house wasn’t haunted.
Crumbs of straw fell in a snow between the cracks in the flooring planks above. Someone was up there for real.
The barn door beckoned. Twenty steps and Katy would be out of there, away from animated scarecrows and footfalls and demented goats.
And away from Jett?
Katy paused, heart like a horseshoe in her throat.
She couldn’t leave Jett here, even if she was playing right into Jett’s little joke.
The barn had grown darker, the sun settling behind the trees on the ridge line, fingers of deep red light reaching across the valley. The footsteps above had ceased. Katy’s palm was a wooden knot around the knife handle. What good would a knife do against an animated scarecrow? Even if she shredded the cloth, dug into the chest and found the ragball heart, would that even slow it down? Or would it keep crawling, rubbing against her, choking her with its chaff, that uneven grin never changing?
A knock came from one of the stalls. It was soft but insistent, like the hammering of a dying rain.
“Jett!”
Katy hoped to God Jett was back in the house. Even if the house was haunted, it couldn’t be worse than this creepy hell-shack of a barn. Katy backed away from the scarecrow twitching before her. Hallucinations and fleeting visions were one thing, and maybe a transparent woman walked the Smith house, but now she was dealing with a stack of rags and silage that did everything but talk.
Katy backed away, but the thumping in the stall was behind her. Whatever was making the sound couldn’t be worse than the scarecrow. It had stopped moving, but she was sure it was holding its breath, waiting for her to come closer, tensing its fibrous muscles and licking its corn-kernel teeth with a parched tongue.
She turned and made for the stairs. Maybe if she reached the loft, she could signal Jett and tell her to go for help. Except what kind of help was there against a living scarecrow? Calling Ghostbusters and requesting a smarmy Bill Murray and his team to take the next flight down?
Gordon would be home any minute. He would know some mountain saying or folk spell to cast on the scarecrow, a secret passed down through the generations. That was the way these things worked, wasn’t it? Evil countered by a good and courageous heart?
But if those were the weapons, what chance did Katy have? Her own heart was dormant, and besides her feelings for Jett, hadn’t been used much in the last few years. She loved Gordon, but was no longer sure what the “L”-word meant. She couldn’t really love God because of all the things He had visited upon her, but she was trying hard for Gordon’s sake. But if Gordon, or God, or even Bill Murray, could get her and Jett out of this barn, she would kiss his ring until the end of time.
The stall door opened to her right, and Abraham the goat emerged from the inky depths, his eyes glittering. He ignored Katy and went straight toward the scarecrow. The wad of dead vegetation probably smelled like a gourmet feast to the goat. Katy climbed three steps, stopping on a warped tread to watch the encounter.
The scarecrow regarded the goat with something approaching curiosity, as much as that expression could be suggested by the blank, stitched-up face. The eyeholes were filled with only darkness. Ascribing human characteristics to the face was nothing more than projection, but Katy couldn’t help it. She had seen its foot move. She’d heard the legends.
Abraham’s nostrils flared, then he lowered his head and approached the scarecrow, the horns curled flat against his skull but still menacing nonetheless. Twenty feet separated the two creatures—a little voice inside Katy admitted she had already accepted the scarecrow as an organic part of this strange, ancient world of Solom—when the boots sounded upstairs again.
“Jett?”
Please, God, let her be safe in the house.
Except why should God listen to Katy? He was probably enjoying this little show.
Abraham reached the scarecrow, which lay still and prone like a willing sacrament. The billy goat sniffed at the stuffed sock, lowered its bearded chin, and nudged the toes. Katy expected the scarecrow to kick out, to sit up and dig its teeth into the furry neck. Instead, Abraham clamped his teeth onto the sock and tugged, lifting the sock free, showering straw across the ground.
It’s just a stupid goddamned scarecrow.
One last look and she was done.
She galloped up the stairs to the loft door. It was locked. Had she slipped the latch herself, as she’d exited? She couldn’t remember. Below her, Abraham ate the scarecrow’s meat with a satisfied chuff.
Katy entered the loft again, determined not to leave until she’d found the owner of the boots, if one existed. The loft wasn’t as dark as the space below, but the shadows between the stacked bales had grown deeper. The knife was heavy in her hand and her muscles ached with tension. A charred and pungent odor wended past, and she recognized it as scorched cabbage. She would probably burn the house down. Gordon would be livid. The structure had survived nearly two hundred years of Smiths and Katy would manage to raze it in less than two months.
Something thumped, the sound muffled by the piles of hay. A patch of lesser gray shifted against the darkness. Katy swallowed hard.
The boots drummed, or maybe it was Katy’s heart.
The shape charged her in a shower of dust and straw.
Katy raised the knife, her scream reverberating off the tin roofing like stage thunder in a theater.
The goat stopped in front of her, head lifted, the oblique eyes gathering the faint light and reflecting it in emerald streaks.
A GOAT.
A goddamned goat had been walking around up here, scaring the stuffing out of her. It must have smelled the hay, climbed up the stairs, and gotten itself locked in.
But who had locked the door?
Katy was on her way to the stairs again when she heard the moan. A barn owl?
No. It came from inside one of the wooden grain barrels that stood near a feed chute. What sort of animal would she find in there? A wounded opossum or a feral cat giving birth?
How could she not look?
She lifted the lid. Jett was curled inside, arms folded over her face.
“Jett, honey,” Katy said. She sniffed for dope but it could have been something taken internally. Jett’s eyes were bloodshot but, even in the weak light, her pupils appeared normal. “Honey, what happened?”
The girl’s mouth moved soundlessly for a moment, her face like a ghost’s in the blackness of the barrel. She blinked and looked around as if she’d fallen asleep on a car trip. “Where am I?”
“The barn.”
“What barn?”
Please, no. Not again. Katy thought they’d left all that behind, and that drugs would be impossible for Jett to find in the rural mountains.
“You’re in the barn, Jett.” She would save the mother-daughter talk for later, maybe bring Gordon into the act. Gordon wasn’t yet a potent father figure, but he knew how to lecture. Right now, she wanted to get Jett in the house so she could check her pulse.
“There was a man ...” Jett said.
“No, there’s nobody up here. Just a goat. I looked. What were you doing in the barrel, trying to trick me?”
“I don’t remember.”
Katy helped Jett out of the barrel, checking her daughter over as she did. Jett’s cell phone was on the floor. Katy reached to pick it up but Jett swooped in, grabbed it, and shoved it in her pocket.
“Come on, honey,” Katy said. “Let’s get out of here before Gordon gets home.”
The nanny goat, its belly swollen with pregnancy, came over and watched as Katy helped Jett down the stairs.
 



 
CHAPTER FOUR
 
 
Jett didn’t have an appetite, so Katy put her to bed early after checking her over. Her daughter’s respiration and pulse were slightly elevated, but nothing to indicate a need for medical treatment. Her eyes were wild and frantic, and they kept flicking toward the corners of her room and the closet door. Katy hoped she wasn’t deluding herself about drug use, but she really didn’t want to face the drama of counselors and the whole judicial system again.
Worst of all, she still couldn’t be sure whether Jett was pulling her string, a teen version of a guilt trip designed to get a little payback for screwing up their lives.
“He was a tall,” Jett said. “Wearing an old straw hat. He didn’t have a face…”
“Let’s talk about this after supper, honey.”
“Can I leave my light on? Please?”
“Sure.”
Jett had never been afraid of the dark, not since the age of three. Katy felt guilty for leaving her upstairs, but she had to salvage dinner before Gordon arrived. She was reluctant to tell Gordon about the incident. As conservative as he was, he would want to search Jett’s room. It was a showdown in which everybody would lose. Besides, Jett said she had quit drugs, and Katy should give her daughter the benefit of a doubt. People changed, and they changed a lot faster when they were new and still learning to be people.
Suppose there had been a man in the loft? Katy had heard the boots walking on the loft floor, and they’d sounded much louder than goat’s hooves. She didn’t want to think about that, either. A goat made more sense than a stranger in black. Odus Hampton, Gordon’s part-time farmhand, wouldn’t have skulked around; he would have called out in his friendly but deferential voice.
“Why don’t you read something?” Katy said, going to the bookshelf. “How about a comic book? ‘Sandman.’ That sounds like it could put you to sleep.”
“Mom, you’re so out of it.”
“Music, then?” She scanned the row of CDs. Jett had raided Katy’s collection and plucked some of the most rebellious titles. Here was Patti Smith, the manic street preacher warning people away from the golden stairs of heaven. Kate Bush, a reclusive genius whose voice could seduce and excoriate in the same breath. Souxsie and her Banshees, who smothered you with sonic layers that were as sweet as funeral flowers. The Psychedelic Furs with their frantic saxes and dark lyrics. Jett had some newer music that Katy was unfamiliar with, Angelfish and Bella Morte, but she seemed to prefer her mother’s past to her own present.
Katy knew what it was like to be a teen. She’d been there once, and not so long ago. Decadence and doom seemed like perfectly reasonable pursuits for a girl on the verge of becoming a woman, as long as it was confined to the realm of rock ‘n’ roll. But, in a quirk that secretly pleased Katy, her daughter had also sneaked a lot of upbeat guitar pop out of Katy’s collection: The Replacements, dBs, Let’s Active, Tommy Keene, and Robyn Hitchcock.
“I just want to lay here and think,” Jett said.
“‘Lie here,’” Katy corrected.
“Yeah, I was going to say that, but I’m not lying. I really saw him.”
Katy sat down on the edge of the bed and felt Jett’s forehead. Clammy, no sign of a fever. “Okay, we’ll see about whether you’re up to school tomorrow.”
“I want to go to school.”
“New friends, huh? A guy?”
Jett twisted her lips into a “yuck,” but her eyes narrowed into a secretive expression. Without her dramatic eyeliner and face powder, Jett looked innocent and girlish. Her careworn teddy bear, Captain Boo, was tucked against her chin. If only those who judged her by her boots and chains and dyed hair with the purple streak could see her like this, Katy thought, maybe they’d give her a break.
Like that would ever happen. Katy had a hard enough time keeping Gordon off Jett’s case, which had nearly been a deal-breaker after his sudden proposal. It was only after Gordon agreed to give it some time and let Jett deal with the transition in her own way that Katy accepted. Jett even admitted she wasn’t a serious Goth. Hers was more an act, a Goth Lite traveling show that would have been tiresome to her if it didn’t upset some people so much.
That was the part Katy understood and supported. Despite her former career as a loan officer, very little else about her was ordinary. She’d always had an unhealthy self-image, the scrawny redhead with freckles, and she’d compensated by going out of her way to be a “somebody” in school. Sometimes that meant beating out a girl on the volleyball or cheerleading squad, and a couple of times she’d resorted to stealing one of the more popular girl’s boyfriends. Because she considered herself unattractive, she had to engage in behavior that was a little more extreme than that of her competitors.
So she could cut her daughter some slack. Besides, Katy wasn’t exactly jumping into her new role as farm wife as if it were a second skin, despite a newfound fondness for Smith family recipes.
She pulled the blankets up and kissed Jett’s forehead. She thought about asking if Jett wanted to say a prayer, but realized how phony that would sound. Jett would shoot her down by asking how come they never prayed in Charlotte.
“I’ll come up after supper and check on you,” Katy said. “Or you can come down if you feel up to it.”
Jett turned to face the window, hugging Captain Boo tightly. “I’ll be here. Unless he comes to get me again.”
“Honey.”
“Never mind.”
Katy rose from the bed. If she had the guts, she would tell her daughter about the mysterious figure she’d seen in the kitchen, the wispy form that had vanished in the pantry. But Katy wasn’t ready to admit that the vision was real. No footsteps had sounded on the stairs when she was home alone, and the sudden scent of lilacs hadn’t drifted across the kitchen whenever she performed a domestic task. This was an old house, that was all, settling wood and seeped-in aromas. Maybe she’d leave her own mark for the next generation: blackened cabbage and funky swordfish.
“Honey, I think it was just the scarecrow you saw,” Katy said. “I’ll bet it fell off the wall and you thought—”
“Yeah, it fell off and walked like a man with a sharp pointy thing. Right.”
“If it really was a man, Gordon will probably know him,” Katy said, not quite believing her own words. She’d seen its foot move, but that had been because of the goat. Because of the goat, not because the scarecrow was alive. “He’ll know what to do.”
“Sure, Mom.” Jett didn’t believe her at all.
“I love you.”
“Love you, too.” Sounded like she almost meant it.
Katy went downstairs into the kitchen, where she scraped the cabbage into the garbage. Perhaps she should dump the mess outside, but she wanted to get something on the table before Gordon showed up. She rummaged in the fridge, and then with a sigh retreated to the safety of the freezer and a microwave TV dinner. Gordon’s first wife Rebecca had never used a microwave, and Katy suspected the one she brought from her Charlotte apartment was the first to ever emit radiation in this house. Perhaps this meal was an affront to the generations of Smiths who had gone before.
“Get used to it,” Katy said.
Something crashed in the pantry.
“Wonderful.” She punched up the proper cook time on the keypad of the microwave. She couldn’t handle cabbage but she was magic with instant meals.
She couldn’t shake the vague sense that she wasn’t acting like her usual self, that her concern for Jett was somehow muted and muffled. But she couldn’t dwell on that. Dinner was waiting.
With the microwave whirring behind her, she went to the pantry and pulled back the curtain. The aroma of lilacs was so strong it was like a slap in the face. Rows and rows of Mason jars lined the shelves, containing raspberry preserves, chow chow, sauerkraut, and a dozen other goods all expertly canned by Gordon’s first wife. Enough to last a nuclear winter.
On the floor, juice leaking from shards of curved and gleaming glass, was a jar of pickles. Broken like the spaghetti sauce. As Katy knelt to pick up the largest pieces, she felt the curtain stir behind her, as if someone was through with business in the pantry and had chores elsewhere.
 



 
CHAPTER FIVE
 
 
Mom banging around in the kitchen. Give it up.
Jett tried to muster a little sympathy, because Mom was trying to be some kind of trophy wife and didn’t have the sense to recognize it just wasn’t in her blood. Mom had just been plain uncool lately, a slave to the kitchen, fussing over the house, keeping dirty laundry off the floor. All to please Gordon, a man who wouldn’t notice his slippers were on fire unless somebody turned a hose on him.
She tugged her iPod from the lower shelf of her bedside table. She almost wished she had a joint. That would go over well with The Cure whispering through the headphones, Robert Smith going on about how he couldn’t find himself even when he was in love with someone happy and young.
No wonder. You should ditch the “happy” part and find a real woman. I’ll gladly volunteer.
After all, Jett was a drug-addict loser who had finally gone so far over the edge she was imagining mystical encounters with giant scarecrow men. If she had been stoned, she could have laughed it off. But she had promised Mom that drugs were a thing of the past, a habit left in Charlotte, and she was determined to keep the promise. If Mom could change, so could Jett. Although it looked like neither of them was changing for the better.
The front door closed downstairs, and over the guitar solo she heard Gordon’s belly-deep professor’s voice delivering his standard catch phrase. “Where are my favorite girls?”
Jett wormed deeper beneath the blankets. Gordon never entered her room after she was in bed, thank goodness. That was one advantage of his being a religious guy. He had some weird Old Testament code that kept women in their place but also placed them on an altar. Mom had swallowed it hook, line, and sinker. After Dad’s neglect, any sort of attention was a cause of mindless joy for her. Not that Dad was a bad guy. He just had his own crap to deal with, truckloads of it, and Jett wished she could call him right now. She needed somebody real to talk to, somebody who would understand about stupid scarecrow men.
But what would she tell him? She couldn’t really remember. The whole thing in the barn seemed like a bad acid trip, and Jett knew all about that because she’d dropped it a second time—the time Mom didn’t know about—at Melissa Sanderson’s fourteenth birthday party. She’d spent the whole night hiding under Melissa’s bed, talking to the dust bunnies. The weirdest thing was that the dust bunnies had talked back, and they even acted like bunnies, hopping around, frolicking, twitching their little whiskers. But that was a lifetime ago and a whole other person. That had been a stupid, skinny kid trying to fit in with the crowd.
Now, she was trying to fit out of the crowd.
Jett checked her cell phone, just to confirm what she already knew. No signal. And she hadn’t called Dad while she was spaced out in the barn.
It wasn’t her fault the landline was downstairs, right in the middle of everything where nothing was private. If they caught her making a secret call to Dad, they’d think something was up, and then they’d be “keeping an eye on her.” She couldn’t afford to arouse any more suspicion. Mom had a hard-enough gig as it was, faking the whole hillbilly Stepford Wife thing.
She cranked up The Cure to full volume and put the blanket over her head so Mom would think she was asleep. She wouldn’t sleep. She didn’t dare. Because, if she closed her eyes, she might see the tall, dark, faceless man with the scythe.
But soon, with the television droning in the living room below, and Gordon lecturing Mom about something or other, she drifted off.
Somehow, morning came just the same.
 



 
CHAPTER SIX
 
 
Odus Hampton wished he’d skipped work and gone fishing instead.
He had agreed to help Gordon put up some corn, though it hadn’t quite gotten frozen enough to harden for feed. Now, ripping and twisting the brown ears from their stalks, he decided that Gordon’s crops were Gordon’s business, as long as the man paid cash. Odus was thirsty as usual, and he’d picked up a quart of whiskey from the Titusville liquor store. A few hours of September sweat and he’d have earned a sip or two.
Gordon usually left the grunt work to Odus, but today the professor was pitching in, working the rows right alongside him. They filled bushel baskets and carried them to the end of the row where Gordon had parked his riding lawn mower. Gordon didn’t own a tractor, although a metal relic from the horse-drawn days gathered rust between the barn and garden.
“Guess it’s time to take down the scarecrow,” Gordon said.
Odus looked up at the form on the wooden crossbar whose head stood a good two feet above the dried blooms of the corn. It wore an old straw-reed hat that had been bleached by the sun and mottled gray by the rain, tied with twine to the feed-sack face. People in Solom were peculiar about their scarecrows, treating them like family members, using the same one from year to year.
Odus had always thought it was some sort of good-luck ritual. The habit was to store the scarecrow in the barn, where it would hang on the wall and watch over the livestock during the long winter. Odus had been working for Gordon three years. The usual time to tuck the straw man away was in late October, when the nights grew short and the wind rattled strange syllables in the leaves.
“A little early yet, ain’t it?” Odus asked.
Gordon put a gloved hand over his eyes and scanned the clear sky. “There’s a storm coming.”
“Don’t believe so. The birds aren’t quiet and the mice are no busier than usual.”
Gordon pulled off his glove, fished a handkerchief from his jeans pocket, and wiped his glasses. His eyes were glittery and unfocused, and he looked lost. “I’m talking about a different kind of storm, Odus.”
Odus plucked another ear and twisted it free with a crackle of ripped vegetation. He tossed it in the basket then moved the basket a few feet forward.
“I don’t know anything about that,” Odus said.
“Do you know the scarecrow is more than just a trick to keep birds away?”
Odus didn’t like the way Gordon’s soft eyes looked past him to the pastures beyond. “Well, I’m not so sure they even do that worth a darn,” he said. “I had to replant three times this spring. The little raiders just swooped on in here like nobody’s business.”
Gordon kept on as if he’d not heard Odus, who imagined that this was how the professor got when he was lecturing in the classroom to a bunch of stoned-out rich kids. “The scarecrow is as old as domesticated crops. Way back to Babylonia, which many scholars believe is the Garden of Eden of the Bible.”
“I’m not much on history books or the Bible.” Odus tore two ears of corn free from their stalks, reveling in the sweet starchy smell. “The first tells you what went wrong and the second tells you why. I’d just as soon stay ignorant, myself.”
Gordon put his glasses back, which eased Odus’s worry a little. Odus realized what Gordon’s naked eyes had reminded him of: the goats. They had that same heavy-lidded, unfocused stare.
“The scarecrow wasn’t always an outfit of clothing stuffed with straw,” Gordon said, returning to work. “In the old days, a live man was tied in the garden.”
Odus glanced at the professor, figuring the man was putting him on. Gordon’s face was as steady as always. Come to think of it, Gordon had never cracked a joke. He seemed unable to laugh and even a smile looked like it hurt him some. “To keep birds away?”
“Well, that it did. Except other animals came, especially at night. A helpless man in the wilderness drew a lot of predators.”
“Why did they do that? Punishment?”
“More than punishment. Sacrifice. A gift to the harvest gods.”
“Sounds like something a heathen would do.” Odus yanked two ears of corn at once, hoping the squeaking would drown out the professor.
“It was widely practiced in many cultures. Germanic tribes used to spike a victim’s belly button to a tree, and then wrap the victim around the trunk. In the South Seas, witch priests claimed their island deities called for sacrifices to appease their wrath. African kings killed those magicians who failed to bring the rain. The ancient Greeks had all manner of sacrificial victims, both to Diana, goddess of the hunt, and Ceres, the harvest goddess.”
“Did they really believe it?”
“Blood makes the best fertilizer,” Gordon said. “Rich in nitrogen. So the rituals had some scientific validity.”
They were closer to the scarecrow now, and the coarse fabric of its face suggested a scowl. Odus couldn’t be sure, but it looked to have changed position on the crossbar, its arms hanging down a little lower. Ragged gloves had been attached to the flannel shirt sleeves with baling wire, and Odus thought he saw one of the gloves lift in a beckoning motion.
“The scarecrow is dry,” Gordon said. “And it thirsts.”
Odus swallowed hard. He thirsted, too, and hoped the quart of bourbon would be enough to wash down the vision of the scarecrow’s wave. He’d grown up with the legends, but that didn’t mean he had to think about them. Some things were better off left alone.
“Well, I think we got enough to tide the goats over for a few days,” he said. “Maybe we should leave the rest of it to cure a little more.”
“The goats shall multiply if the blood is pure,” Gordon said, as if reciting the words of some bizarre sermon. The man had a houseful of books, and being a descendant of Harmon Smith was plenty enough excuse for being a little off.
“Looks like they’ve done plenty enough multiplying already. You’ll need to cull the herd before winter, or you’ll be spending a hundred bucks a week on grain. The does have been pretty much in rut non-stop. And you know how the bucks are, they start trying to stick it in anything that moves from the time they’re three weeks old.”
“The herd is a blessing,” Gordon said, ripping down ears of corn with both hands and tossing them toward the basket. One ear missed and bounced against the hilled furrow. Odus bent to pick it up, and when he stood, he saw the scarecrow lift its head.
The afternoon sun glinted off the ivory eyes. Before, the head had sagged, as if its owner was weary from a season on the spike, and its eyes had been hidden in the shade of the straw hat’s brim.
“Really, Mr. Smith, I think we got plenty.”
“What do you think of my new family?” Gordon asked, continuing to harvest ears as if hordes of locusts were swarming.
“Miss Katy seems right nice,” he said. He glanced over at the farmhouse. She’d walked out on the porch to say hello but Gordon had waved her back inside to get lunch ready. “And your daughter—I mean, your stepdaughter—”
“She’s my daughter now,” Gordon said. “She’s part of this place.”
“Well, she seems nice, too. She stands out a little, but she don’t seem a bit of trouble to me. You know how kids are. They just need to find their own way in the world.”
“They shall be shown the way,” Gordon said, lapsing into that sermon-voice of his, but Odus wasn’t paying attention. He was watching the scarecrow, expecting it to loosen the ropes that held it to the crossbar, wriggle to the ground, and drag itself off to quench its thirst.
The bushel basket was full again, and Gordon stooped and picked it up by its wire handles. “Know them by the fruit of their works, not by their words,” he said.
“Sure, Mr. Smith. Whatever you say.”
“I think we’ve picked enough for today.”
Odus hoped his sigh of relief passed for a tired gasp. Gordon would slip him a tax-free twenty and Odus would be doing some slipping of his own, first down the snaking road to his caretaker apartment, then down the soft and hazy river of eighty-proof Old Mill Stream.
“But we still need to take down the scarecrow,” Gordon said.
The scarecrow’s form had slackened again, as if it were made of cloth and silage after all. Odus wasn’t in the mood to touch it. This had been Harmon Smith’s land, after all, and although the Horseback Preacher hadn’t been seen in a decade or so, sometimes bad air lingered long after a dark cloud had drifted away.
“I’ve got to be off to Titusville,” he lied. “Sarah Jeffers needs some help down at the general store. Got a truck coming in, and she got no kin to help out.”
“Then your services are more valuable there.” Gordon dumped the bushel basket into the wheelbarrow, which was overflowing with green-wrapped ears of corn, the tassels and tips of the shucks burned brown with frost. “Come back tomorrow and we’ll take care of the scarecrow.”
“Sure thing, Mr. Smith. Can you pay cash today instead of saving up my time until Friday?”
“Of course.” Gordon removed his gloves and laid them across the staves of the wheelbarrow. He thumbed a twenty from his wallet and handed it to Odus. As Odus’s fingers closed on the money, Gordon grabbed his wrist and pulled him off-balance. Though Odus weighed two hundred pounds, Gordon had leverage and an advantage in both height and weight. Odus found himself looking through the distorted left lens of Gordon’s eyeglasses. Again Odus was reminded of the goats, and the professor’s pupils seemed to take on that same narrowed and flattened aspect.
“Know them by their fruits,” he said, his breath rank with pipe tobacco and garlic.
Odus nodded as Gordon released him, then tucked the money in his pocket and headed toward the gate. He took one last look to make sure the scarecrow still hung on its stake. It did, although the ragged brim of its hat was angled even lower, as if the stuffed head had dipped in a prayer of resignation or in summoning of the Horseback Preacher.
He climbed in his Blazer and drove away as the goats came down from the pasture to see what Gordon was serving for lunch.
 



 
CHAPTER SEVEN
 
 
Total suck city.
Mrs. McNeeley was outlining on the dry-erase board, lecturing like she usually did with her back to the class. To the ninth-grade English teacher, instruction meant breathing chalk dust and turning her pupils’ brains to sawdust. Who the hell cared what a direct object was, or a plural nominative? Like anybody was ever going to need to know that stuff in real life. Jett sure wasn’t.
But teachers like Mrs. McNeeley were great for those kids who were logging their time and sopping up free lunches while waiting until they could legally drop out. Like Grady Eggers and Tommy Wilson on the back row. If McNeely had the sense to seat the kids in alphabetical order, the problem would cut itself in half. As it was, the two goons kept up a spitball barrage and a constant taunting of everyone around them. Like all successful goons—and most of that subspecies had been gifted by God with a generous amount of cunning—Grady and Tommy knew when it was time to play the angel, to let their faces go soft and wounded whenever another student made an accusation or complaint.
Like this morning when Tommy had made a grab for Jett’s ass in the hall.
That kind of thing was flattering in the fifth grade, when you didn’t have any ass worth grabbing, but now she was becoming a woman, and as freaky as that prospect was, she thought her body had some value. She had whirled and tried to kick him in that mysterious region between his legs, where all manner of lumpy, disgusting things dangled, but at the last second he had twisted away and her foot bounced harmlessly off his thigh.
Worse, he caught her leg while she was off-balance, tilted her over like DiCaprio going for Winslet in “Titanic,” or maybe Gable doing Leigh if you were lame enough to have watched “Gone With The Wind,” as she had. Tommy put his mouth close to hers, braces and all, and whispered, “Not a bad move for a headless chicken.”
Then he spun her in spastic imitation of a Spanish dance, the other kids laughing as she fell to her knees, and a nuclear orange anger had erupted behind her eyelids. She must have screamed, because when the dust cleared, the beefy assistant principal Richard Bell, known to the kids as Dicky Dumbbell, had sequestered Tommy away for a private counsel.
Apparently sexual harassment wasn’t a serious offense at Cross Valley High, because Tommy had been right on time for first period Geography, and since Cross Valley was a small school, Jett was in the same class. Tommy had winked at her and flashed a twisted smile that held the promise of future humiliation.
The worst thing of all was that she had blushed, and tingling blood had flushed to that secret and forbidden woman region that craved attention but didn’t know quite what to do with it yet.
And so the day had gone. Now, with McNeeley’s sentence diagrams covering the chalkboard and the hands of the clock reaching wearily toward two, Jett was calculating how fast she could reach the door when the final bell rang. She closed her eyes and must have dozed, because she saw a faceless man in the straw hat and plaid shirt at McNeely’s desk, lean and tall in denim jeans. Now she could see his face—it was a sack made of coarse tan cloth, two uneven holes burned for eyes and holding nothing but blackness.
She closed her eyes when the sack made a ripple of a mouth, and it began to speak.
“The possessive of a name ending in ‘s’ is followed by apostrophe ‘s’, except, strangely enough, in the case of Jesus,” the scarecrow man intoned, with a voice as dark and loud as Revelation’s thunder. “In that case, it’s just an apostrophe by itself. That’s according to the Chicago Manual of Style, brothers and sisters. Special rule for Jesus. Amen.”
Jett’s eyes snapped open and she found her head had almost banged against the top of her desk, the one with the greasy pencil slot and “Suck Big Donky Dix” carved into the surface.
McNeely was finishing some monotone declaration or other, and the class had long since given in to fidgeting. Tommy made a bleating, goatish sound from the back of the class, causing McNeely to turn. She stood with the marker in her hand as if it were a laser gun, her eyes like milky marbles.
“Did someone have a question?” she asked.
“Yeah,” Grady Eggers said, raising his hand and lifting himself out of his seat. He was already five-ten and had the first signs of stubble, the kind of kid who was headed for either gridiron glory or the oily pits of auto shop.
McNeely tugged at her cardigan and pushed her cat’s-eye glasses up her long nose. “Mr. Eggers?”
“Does Jesus really get no ‘s’?”
“Excuse me?”
“I mean, why does He get treated any different? You said every rule applies to everybody the same.”
Jett was wide awake now, no matter how drowsy she had been before.
“I don’t understand,” Mrs. McNeely said, putting on her teacher’s smile, the automatic response to anything that cast doubt on the textbook.
“You said Jesus was the exception to the rule.”
The class grew silent. Even Tommy Wilson looked pensive, a rare expression for him.
“I’m sorry, Mr. Eggers. I didn’t say a thing about Jesus.”
“You said He don’t get no apostrophe ‘s,’ just an apostrophe.” Grady sounded uneasy, on the edge of rage. “I heard it plain as day. Why come is that?”
“We were discussing when to use ‘who’ or ‘whom’ in the objective case,” McNeely said. “I don’t see how our dear Lord and Savior could enter into it. And I can’t teach anything religious, anyway, or we’d all be in big trouble.”
The bell gave its brittle cry of release, and the tension in the class dropped like a wet rope.
Jett gathered her books, hoping to make it to the next class before Tommy caught up with her. She felt faint, partly due to the vision she’d had of the scarecrow man.
But Grady heard it, too. Although he thought McNeeley said it.
Did it really count as a vision if two people experienced it, or did you chalk it up to the beginnings of mass hysteria?
In seventh-grade health class in Charlotte, Jett had been subjected to the ever-popular drug scare videos. While most of the kids had snickered as somber narrators expounded on the dangers of evil weed, Jett had actually paid attention. Unlike the others, who wouldn’t know a yellow jacket from a roach, Jett saw it as an opportunity to educate herself. She’d paid attention when the talking head launched into a tirade on acid flashbacks, in which a bad trip could come on weeks, months, or even years after the initial “exposure.” Come right out of the blue, the narrator had said. Totally unexpected and without warning. Flashback sufferers often went to the hospital because they thought they were having a nervous breakdown.
The whole thing was starting to freak her out. It was possible that Grady, too, had dropped LSD. But that still didn’t mean they would have the same flashback. And how could you “flash back” to something that had never happened before?
Gordon would probably know, but she’d rather eat a hot popsicle in hell than talk with him about anything in her personal life.
Yeah, go babbling about a scarecrow man and it will confirm everything he wants to believe. He’d park your ass in a treatment center so fast you wouldn’t have time to change your earring. And Mom would just sit there and put up with it. For “the good of the family.”
She negotiated the halls, weaving through kids in denim jackets with rolled-up sleeves, low-hanging pants, the girls wearing wide belts. Even here in the sticks, it seemed everybody knew about Old Navy and Gap. A bunch of brainless trendoids. Some of the redneck boys wore flannel, but they stuck to their own kind, stomping their boots as if to knock the cow crap out of the treads, sneaking pinches of Skoal between their cheeks and gums.
“What’s the hurry?” came a girl’s voice behind her.
Jett wheeled to face Bethany Miller, who was as cool as Mentos in her short skirt and blue halter top with bra straps showing, totally in defiance of the school dress code. “No hurry, I just have to do my homework before math class.”
“But class starts in four minutes.”
“That’s what I mean. I don’t want to disappoint Mrs. Stansberry. She’s the only cool teacher I have.”
“Did you sleep okay? You look like you’re late for your own funeral. Or maybe your eye shadow’s a little thick today.”
“Thanks for the compliment.”
“No, you’re good. This Goth thing looks bitching. I wish my parents would let me get away with it.”
“See, that’s just it. You don’t ask your parents, you tell them. Have to show them who’s boss right from diapers.”
“I’ll bet your diapers were black.”
“Well, not while they were clean.”
“Ooh, yuck.” Bethany crinkled her overly pert nose.
“What are you doing after school?”
“Feeding the goats.”
“I hate those cloven-hoofed little monsters. They scare me.”
Bethany laughed. “They’re okay. The males, the billy goats, stink unless you cut their balls off. My dad has a metal band that you put around the sac, then leave it for a few weeks. The balls swell up, turn black and gross, and then they fall off. Problem solved.”
Jett shuddered. She wasn’t an expert in male anatomy, but she was under the impression that the testicles were the most vulnerable spot on their bodies. Which is why you tried to kick there in an emergency. But causing their balls to rot seemed like the sort of punishment that should be reserved for the very worst creatures. Ones like Tommy Wilson.
Jett decided she wouldn’t complain about her own chores for a while. Sweeping the living room didn’t seem so bad when compared to forking hay to a goat. “Well, I’ve got to get to that homework. Say hi to Chuck for me.”
Bethany’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. “What do you mean?”
“Your boyfriend. The Chuckster.”
“You don’t even know him.”
“You told me all about him. Chuck steak, 100 percent lean.”
“And don’t forget he’s mine.” Bethany frowned and turned, then was swept away in the tide of students. Jett looked at the clock on the wall. Two minutes to solve six math problems.
And the rest of her life to solve all the rest of her problems.
 


 
 
CHAPTER EIGHT
 
Katy ruled the kitchen, but the living room was all Smith.
The centerpiece of the fireplace mantle was a small hickory-and-glass case that contained a single book. Not just any book, though; this was an antique heirloom, the family bible owned by Harmon Smith, Gordon’s great-grandfather and a Circuit Rider from the days when small mountain communities had to share a single preacher. It was opened to Psalms, its pages yellowed and brittle, the black leather cover cracked. She wasn’t even allowed to dust the case.
The rest of the room was more like a postcard than a place where a family “lived.” The rustic furniture was complemented by a modern sofa and Gordon’s favorite chair, but instead of a television, the dominant feature of the room was a stereo on which Gordon often listened to old mountain hymns and recorded sermons. The room’s walls were covered with drawings, photographs, lithographs, and sheet music, as well as sacred relics that Gordon had collected during his research.
Gordon sat by the cold fireplace, a book in his lap called The Airwaves of Zion by Howard Dorgan. Gordon had explained the significance of backwoods Gospel radio shows on tiny AM stations, and Katy had nodded enthusiastically while her mind wandered to the fresh asparagus and dill weed in the refrigerator. She’d left the room at the earliest opportunity, and she’d returned to find him dozing. His head was tilted back on the Barcalounger, a delicate snore rising from his open mouth.
Katy had never noticed how pale his neck was beneath his closely-trimmed beard. His hands were soft, with the fingers of an academician, not a farmer. He had the drawn and wrinkled cheeks of a smoker, though he owned a pipe merely as an affectation. He’d only smoked it a half-dozen times since they had been married, which was good, because the smell of the rich tobacco made Katy’s head spin.
It was rare that she had a chance to study him in daylight. When they were together, his eyes dominated her, and she felt herself paying attention to his every word. That same power had brought Katy under his spell when he’d delivered his presentation on Appalachian religion at that Asheville seminar.
After Mark, Katy had promised herself not to fall for a man, any man.
She was on the type of post-divorce arc she’d read about in Cosmopolitan: no dating until a year after the break-up, then dating only non-threatening men who didn’t appeal to her all that much. The Cosmo rule declared no serious relationship could even be contemplated until two years after a divorce, especially if a child was involved. Katy ignored those kinds of rules, although she’d made a promise to herself to be cautious for Jett’s sake.
Katy had kept Jett away from the potential replacements for Mark, not wanting to parade men through her life. She’d dated a Roger something-or-other, an insurance adjuster with overpowering cologne and happy hands; a broody food columnist for a Charlotte newspaper who’d nearly had her in tears after just one lunch; and Rudolph Heinz, a tall blond Aryan she’d met in a coffee shop who’d given her a thrilling three weeks but in the end offered about as much emotional stimulation as her favorite vibrator. After those experiences, part of her was ready to settle down again, but the rest was determined to hold out for the perfect situation.
Gordon changed all that. He was presenting at a conference in the same hotel where Katy’s company had scheduled a seminar. Her bank had eschewed frugality and scheduled the event at a hotel in Asheville, a vibrant community billed as a “gateway to the North Carolina mountains.” In the tradition of such seminars, it combined networking with leisure, the kind of professional vacation that most employees endured for the good of their careers while cramming in as much recreation as possible.
She’d skipped out of the session entitled “Tax Considerations of Mortgage Points in Refinancing” and was browsing the vending machines by the check-in desk when she saw the schedule for the hotel’s other conference. Written in red marker on the dry-erase board were the words “European Mythology in Appalachian Religion,” with a room number and time listed. To Katy, bored nearly to tears and hiding a run high on one thigh of her stockings, the topic evoked images of snake-handling hillbilly preachers crossed with sacrificial burnings like the one in the old Christopher Lee film “The Wicker Man.” She knocked down a quick martini at the hotel’s bar and slipped into the small room where she first saw Gordon Smith, who was keynote speaker.
Gordon resembled a slimmer Orson Welles, tall and broad-chested, projecting a vulnerable arrogance. He told the crowd of about twenty, mostly professors who were nursing tenure-track hangovers, about the Scots-Irish influence on Southern Appalachian culture, as well as contributions by the Germans and Dutch.
Katy wasn’t that interested in the Druids, and religious politics always seemed like an oxymoron to her, so she tuned out most of the speech and planned the evening ahead. The bank had paid for her room, the seminar officially ended before dinner, and she had hours looming with no responsibilities. Jett was staying with her dad, and she’d left her cell phone in her hotel room. She was about as close to free as a single mom could be.
Gordon pulled her from her reverie with a rant on Demeter and Diane, harvest goddesses who had to be appeased before they would prove generous with their human subjects.
“Human sacrifice was common among many primitive religions,” Gordon said, his voice assuming an evangelical thunder as if to wake the drowsing audience. “Blood was not only a gift for Diane in the forests of Nemi. Central America, Scandinavia, the South Sea Islands, Africa, India, virtually every continent had bloodthirsty gods, and those gods often demanded the ultimate tribute. Certain Germanic tribes combined human sacrifice with nature worship. If someone were found guilty of scarring the bark of an oak tree, that person’s belly button was nailed to the tree trunk, and then the body was circled around the tree until the offender’s bowels served to patch the tree’s wound.”
Gordon had the audience riveted by then, and Katy found herself admiring the man’s strong cheekbones, thick eyebrows, and dark, penetrating eyes. He went on to suggest that vestiges of the old worship still lived on in the form of scarecrows, horseshoes, jack-o-lanterns, and Yuletide mistletoe. By the time he’d finished, she’d thought of a question to ask him derived from her own lapsed Catholic beliefs. She waited while he shook the hands of balding, tweed-encased academics, and gave him a smile when her turn came. He nodded, impatient, as if he’d earned his honorarium and the show was over.
“Professor Smith, could you tell me how Jesus Christ fits into your theories of human sacrifice?”
Gordon first looked startled, and then he threw back his head and laughed from deep within his belly. “My dear, entire books have been written on the subject. Do you have an hour to spare?”
His question had not exactly been a come-on, but she didn’t want to eat in the hotel dining room alone, or worse, with colleagues from the bank. So she said, “Yes, I do. How about dinner?”
She wasn’t physically attracted to him, at least not in the rip-off-clothes-and-let’s-wallow fashion. Even after their marriage, she questioned her original motivation in seeking him out. But somewhere between the oysters and the strawberry cheesecake, he’d become interesting for more than just his obvious intelligence. Gordon didn’t flinch when she told him she was a divorced mother of one. If anything, he’d become more deferential and inquisitive. By the end of dinner, they agreed to a nightcap at the bar, Katy fully expecting the drinks to lead to an invitation to his room. She didn’t have to decide whether she would have accepted the offer, because he never asked. Instead, he made her promise to join him for breakfast.
A flurry of communication ensued over the following weeks, phone calls at night, emails throughout the day, and even old-fashioned, handwritten letters showing up about once a week. It was the letters that eventually won her over. In person, Gordon was a little cool and distant, but his sentences burned with passion and a playful humor that belied his professorial persona. He invited her to visit Solom, and she drove up with Jett one Saturday, her daughter grumbling all the while, dropping into defensive mode over Dad. But Jett had frolicked on the Smith farm, exploring the barn, traipsing through the woods, playing in the creek, and by sundown Jett wanted to stay for another day. By then Katy was prepared to bed the evasive Dr. Smith, but he seemed old-fashioned about courting, reluctant to do more than kiss her cheek.
Katy’s decision to accept his eventual proposal came after a few sleepless weeks of soul-searching. She didn’t want a replacement for Mark, especially in Jett’s life, but as Mrs. Smith she would be a stay-at-home mother, something she had never desired until Jett’s drug problems surfaced. Katy blamed herself for being so absorbed in her career that she let her marriage to Mark fail (although intellectually she knew they’d waltzed together over the cliff edge) and then compounded the error by neglecting Jett. Gordon and Solom offered a fresh start, a chance for her to rebuild her relationship with her daughter with a supportive man in her life.
Gordon had never explained Christ’s position as the world’s most famous sacrificial lamb, but it didn’t matter now. The honeymoon was over.
Looking back on it now, she realized she’d always been lectured, not conversed with. And she had been the student eager to please, sitting on the edge of her seat, face warm at the prospect of proving her worth as a listener. She found herself flushing now, standing over his sleeping form, bothered that she was only on equal footing when Gordon was unconscious. Even in bed ...
She didn’t want to think about bed. Their sheets were way too clean and smooth, each spouse’s side clearly marked. A stack of hardcovers on Gordon’s dresser, a water glass, and a case for his eyeglasses. A box of Kleenex on Katy’s side, along with a bottle of lotion, a candle, and a pack of throat lozenges. In her drawer lay birth control pills, clothing catalogs, Tylenol PM, Barbara Michaels paperbacks, lip balm, and beneath all that feminine detritus, a vibrator, her longtime romantic partner in Charlotte. A monogamous and loyal lover, always attentive, considerate, and sober. Everything that Mark wasn’t.
Katy was afraid Gordon would find the vibrator, but Gordon hadn’t exactly set the marital bed on fire, either. In fact, he’d not even struck a match.
Maybe professors of religion had to take a vow of celibacy. Though Katy had no moral qualms on the issue, she wondered if premarital sex should perhaps become a legal requirement. After all, you might say “I do” even when the person standing with you before the priest might be thinking “I never will.” Mark had been a real believer in premarital sex, to the tune of two or three rounds per day. He called it the “Protestant sex ethic,” although Mark had been about as Protestant as a Pope. His ardor hadn’t dampened once they had tied the knot and the beautiful miracle named Jett had slid down her vaginal canal. Still, the years had left a growing gap between them, and late-night whispered secrets had given way to accusations and aloofness.
But that’s not why you divorced him.
Katy walked away from the fireplace. She had more pressing matters at hand than a good wallow in the swamp of regret. Like the butternut squash in the oven.
She found herself thinking of it as the “fucking butternut.” Katy made a conscious effort to quit cursing when Jett was a toddler, after the first time she’d heard Jett burp, sit propped up on her wadded diaper, and say “Fuck.” With the kind of toothless grin that melted maternal hearts all the way back to Mesopotamia, Jett had declared her intelligence and the simultaneous importance of surroundings on her upbringing.
But Jett was on her way home from school, either by bus or with the trustworthy Mrs. Stansberry up the road. So Katy felt comfortable saying it aloud, but not too loudly. “Fucking butternut,” she said, as she grabbed her potholder and reached for the oven door.
The whisper that skirled from the pantry was probably nothing more than the September breeze bouncing off the curtains and playing around the room, carrying the autumnal scent of Queen Anne’s lace, goldenrod, and pumpkin. But it sounded like a word. Or a name.
“Kaaaay.”
Katy grabbed a spatula between the thumb and mitt of the potholder and spun like a ballet dancer after three shots of whiskey. “Who said that?”
She was annoyed, both at herself and at whatever trick of physics had made her panic.
Her heart fluttered, and an uneven rhythm pounded in her ears, like when the natives were asking King Kong to step up to the altar and accept their drugged sacrifice.
“Kaaaaaaaaay.”
“Go away.” Katy held up the spatula like a hatchet, hoping to ward off the invisible thing in the corner of the kitchen. Gordon’s first wife didn’t belong here anymore. She was dead. Rebecca didn’t exist.
This was Katy’s house now.
And Solom was her home.
Something stirred in the attic. Damned mice. She’d have to speak to Gordon about them.
Later. First, she had a meal to prepare.
 



 
CHAPTER NINE
 
 
Mark Draper awoke with a roaring headache, unsure of where he was.
He blinked and looked around, gray light filtering into the cluttered bedroom and revealing that he was, indeed, home. Or hell. Same thing.
The clock on the nightstand warned him that it was 11:27, its red numerals burning into the back of his brain. That must mean a.m., since the streetlights at night didn’t quite reach his window. In a perfect world, morning or night would make no difference, but in this case, he was pretty sure it meant he’d missed his appointment with Ken Dickerson. And Ken was exactly kind of uptight asshole who would move on to the next contractor.
Guys like that only give you one strike.
Mark sat up in bed—he was surprised to find he’d actually undressed at some point—and rubbed his scalp. He thought about calling Ken anyway, begging and pleading for a second chance. He could say his daughter was sick or something, family had to come first. An all-American asshole like Ken might fall for that.
But so what? Even if you get the job, it’s only a few hundred bucks. That won’t even keep you afloat through lunch.
Mark had invested in a new business, blowing shredded insulation into attic roofs. It was a nasty job, and sure to lead to brown lung or cancer at some point, but as much gunk coated his lungs already, he doubted the dust would have a chance to stick. And he’d discovered being his own boss had a big downside: dealing with people to score the next gig.
He glanced at his cell phone. There was another score he could make.
No. You promised Jett.
But what Jett didn’t know wouldn’t hurt her, right? She was a hundred miles away, off in a new life. Anything Mark did here wouldn’t affect her at all.
At least Katy no longer mattered. She’d given him plenty of strikes. And he’d gone down swinging every time.
But, hey, he was off the needle. He’d finally kicked heroin, and that was something, right? Compared to H, the Oxy and coke and pot and booze were practically candy. Nothing to apologize for. Not even to his probation officer.
Mark reached for the phone. Johnny Divine would hook him up. He could sling a few grams and make rent, and even have enough stuff to get through the evening.
He was in the middle of dialing when a sudden pain flared through his skull. Mark set down the phone and waited for it to pass.
She told me she’d do anything to help me get through this. To get clean.
He picked his jeans off the floor and fumbled a slip of paper out of his wallet. Katy’s husband would be off at work—if you can call flapping your jaws at a bunch of college students “work”—and Jett was at school. He called the number. Even though she was long gone from him, a ghost haunting his cold husk of a heart, his breath still caught when she answered.
“Hello?” Katy said.
“Hi. It’s me.”
“Mark.” Neither accusing nor defensive, just stating a fact, like acknowledging the existence of death and taxes.
“How is it going up there on the mountain?”
“Nice. I’m making pumpkin bread.”
Pumpkin bread? The Katy he’d been married to had been challenged by toast.
“Sounds like fun,” he said. “How’s Jett?”
“Doing well so far. A’s and B’s. I think they’re a little less academically competitive around here than in Charlotte.”
“She’s always been a genius. But how are those…other things?”
A pause. “No problems. The change has been good for her.”
The Change. Taking Jett out of Mark’s orbit and sticking her on a planet in a distant galaxy. But what could he do? All his broken promises and all his lies had fueled that rocket ship.
“I’ll give her a call later. It’s you I really wanted to talk to.”
“Mark.” Now on the defensive. It was the way she’d said his name after the hundred other times he asked for one more chance, when he claimed things would be different, when he said he’d do anything to keep his family together.
“Nothing personal, hon—” Damn, did habits die hard. “I want to ask a favor.”
She didn’t sigh, but she didn’t need to, because the silence did it for her. “My enabling days are over, Mark. I really, really hope you pull yourself together and get sober. Not just for Jett’s sake, but because I want what is best for you.”
I HAD what is best, and you took it away. He wanted to say that, but couldn’t, because it was just another lie. “Things are good here. I’m going to meetings and getting tested and I’ve got this really great sponsor. A Marine Corps drill-sergeant type, riding me hard to work the steps.”
There was a smile in her words, and it made his chest break open all over again. “I’m glad to hear that.”
“See, the thing is…my car broke down, and I can’t get around. I’ve already lost a job because of it, and I was wondering—”
“Mark. No.”
“I know you’re not working, but if you get it from Gordon, I’ll pay it back before he even notices it’s gone.”
“No. I’ve already lost one marriage because of mistrust, and some of us learn from our mistakes.”
Sarcasm was good. At least it wasn’t full-on cruelty. Which meant maybe he could work a little guilt trip on her. “It’s not about me, Katy. I want Jett to see her father as a success. I want to be a role model.”
“She has a role model now.”
Mark squeezed the phone so hard he though it would spit its battery. “Look, just a few hundred bucks…”
“You’re still welcome to visit Jett when you can. After your car is fixed.”
“I…I still plan to come see her for Thanksgiving, if that’s okay.” Stupid divorce settlement. He’d caved because he was too stoned to show up in court, so signing a piece of paper in a lawyer’s office had been preferable to getting grilled in front of cops and judges.
“I’ve never kept her from you, Mark. Just call ahead of time to let us know.”
Yeah, so you can coach her not to trust me. “I shouldn’t have asked you for money. Sorry.”
He was sorry about a lot of things, but that word was about as dead and dried up as his heart.
“Do you want me to tell Jett anything for you?” Katy asked, already sounding far away, disconnected from him and lost deep in the Appalachian Mountain farmhouse of Dr. Gordon Smith. The man she now loved.
“No,” Mark said. “I’ll call her later.”
“Goodbye.” Click.
Goodbye. That word wasn’t dead. It was as fresh as the flaming spear of pain in his head. He stared at the phone a moment, considered calling Johnny Divine, and figured he’d put it off until afternoon and see how he felt.
It was a minor victory, but they told him one step at a time. That might turn into one day at a time eventually.
He picked up Jett’s grinning photo, taken in fifth grade, one baby tooth missing, just a few of Katy’s freckles showing on her cheeks, the same sea-green eyes as her mom, so little of him in her face. She might just have been a dream he’d hatched rather than something he’d launched through a sperm duct in a spontaneous act of love.
Mark placed the photo face down—looking at his daughter was as difficult as looking in a mirror these days—and went to take a shower.
 



 
CHAPTER TEN
 
 
Eggs over easy.
That was what Katy was thinking—already burying her conversation with Mark—as she went down to the barn, just as the dust from Odus’s Blazer settled over the driveway. Gordon had half a dozen guinea hens and they laid little brown eggs almost every day. The nesting boxes were arrayed across the front of the barn, screened with chicken wire tied in a series of hexagons. The nests had little holes carved in the front and were covered with rubber flaps so the gatherer—in this case Katy—could reach an arm into the dark box and feel around in the straw for eggs. Gordon had explained the design discouraged possums, foxes, and other lazy ovum-stealing predators.
But that didn’t make Katy feel any better about reaching through those black little curtains that looked for all the world like sharp, rotted teeth. At least she didn’t have to go inside the barn, where the goats had spooked her and Jett had suffered some sort of delusion.
The farm was too quiet. She’d expected a big change from the city, but she had imagined barking dogs, crowing roosters, badly-tuned tractors, and the rattle and clank of distant, rusty machinery. This was autumn. Where were all the chain saws turning hardwood forests into firewood?
The guineas were strangely hushed in their boxes and the goats watched her as they usually did, standing stiff-legged in the field, their beards drifting slightly in the breeze, ears flapping at the flies. In her mind, she imagined them skinned for meat, their oblong pupils regarding her from the slope of their skinned skulls.
She shook the woven basket farther up her left elbow and reached into the first nest. Gordon didn’t have names for the hens, so Katy thought of them collectively as “Martha.” The first one was M, the second one A, and so on. If they had been fryers instead of laying hens, she couldn’t bear to name them. It was bad enough just eating their eggs. Even though they were unfertilized, it was hard not to think of the yolks as little abortion victims. She had never considered such a thing before, despite being a lifelong omelet lover.
Funny how being on a farm makes you more aware of and connected to the food, whether it’s the seeds that grow into turnips or the steers that turned into ground round. 
“My, M, you must be feeling your oats today,” Katy said, finding two eggs in the first nest. She laid them gently in the basket as M clucked in either motherly anguish or pea-brained hunger. Katy peered through the chicken-wired slot at A in the next box. All she could see was the serrated, black-and-gray pattern of the hen’s feathers. A’s head was tucked under one wing, making her look like a soft wad of thrift-shop rags.
“Okay, girl, here I come.” Katy reached her arm into the curtained slot. She felt around in the straw, finding nothing. Maybe A was sitting on her egg. The hens sometimes did that, driven by an instinct stronger than the memory of all the previous unhatched eggs that had gone before. Katy felt the soft downy feathers of A’s chest, and then slid her hand underneath.
She nearly broke her wrist snatching her hand free. Something cool and scaly had writhed away from her touch.
It wasn’t a chicken leg. This thing had rippled.
Did snakes eat eggs? Could one have crawled through the curtain, or dropped onto the wire from above and slithered into A’s nest?
Katy didn’t know, but she wasn’t about to stick her hand in to find out.
But what would Gordon say when he saw only two eggs in the refrigerator? He would ask why, and Katy would have to say “Chicken.” Because she was too chicken to stick her hand into the nests. And Gordon’s forehead would furrow slightly, accompanied by a gratuitous, understanding, demeaning smile, all the while his eyes saying, “I thought I’d found a replacement for Rebecca but all I got was this skinny Irish redhead who can’t even pluck an egg, much less a whole chicken.”
“Chickenshit, chickenshit, chickenshit,” she said to herself. She had placed a moratorium on cussing because she didn’t want Jett picking up the habit, but she was alone and who gave a damn what the goats thought?
She looked around for something to poke into the nest. Maybe if she could get A to move, she would be able to see the snake. Or whatever it was.
God, please let it be a snake, because, sure, they are scary as seven hells, but at least snakes live and breathe and are listed in zoology catalogs.
Katy was about to give up, to go out into the cornfield to find Gordon, when she remembered the pitchfork inside the barn. She hadn’t mentioned the scarecrow to Gordon, because he would have laughed. And she had been scared out of her wits by Jett’s strange bout of amnesia. And then there was the goat that had somehow locked itself in the loft.
The barn was a place to avoid. Nothing good seemed to happen there. Just ask all the livestock that had been slaughtered over that straw-scattered floor, that had been decapitated and strung up on chains and turned from livestock into deadstock.
But the pitchfork was a weapon. If she could hoist a skewered snake before Gordon, show off her grit and determination, then perhaps Gordon would at last accept her as a suitable replacement and draw her into his arms at midnight, accept her and take her and finally make her his wife.
Besides, next to a confrontation with a snake, a little trip inside the barn was nothing. The pitchfork was hanging twenty feet from the front sliding doors. She could be in and out with barely enough time to smell the trampled manure. And once she had the pitchfork, even a goat wouldn’t scare her.
She set the basket on top of R’s nesting box and went to the sliding doors. The oaken, crudely planked doors were suspended on rusty wheels that rolled across a steel track overhead. The left one was partially pulled back, and cool air wafted from the opening. The mid-morning sun cut an orange sliver into the darkness, but the great, hulking black beyond gave off an almost palpable weight, like oily water held back by a dam.
Twenty feet. Ten steps max, each way.
She leaned against the edge of the left door and shoved. It slid across its track with a metal scream. The sun poured in at her back like a sacred ally. She was sweating, though the temperature was in the fifties. She looked into the pasture. The goats seemed curious and faintly amused.
“Chickenshit, chickenshit, chickenshit.”
Katy squinted into the barn, trying to locate the pitchfork on its wooden-pegged resting place.
Twenty feet. She could be there and back before you could say “Children of the Corn, Part Thirteen.”
Now she saw it, hanging among some coils of rope, a thick length of rusted chain, a strange set of clamps that looked like a medieval torture device, and a crooked-handled scythe whose blade was brown with age. She didn’t remember the scythe from before, but it didn’t look like an effective weapon against a snake.
She stepped into the barn, breath held. Eighteen feet to go. No biggie. Six yards. Not even as far as a first down in football, and she didn’t have eleven steroid-inflated males trying to stop her. All she had was her fear.
Another big step and she was on the dividing line between sun and shadow. One of the goats bleated behind her, and it sounded terribly like laughter. Another joined in, and another, and Katy screamed as she ran, “Chickenshit, chickenshit, CHICKENSHIT!”
Then she had her hands around the rough, grainy handle of the pitchfork and she was pulling it from the wall and it felt good and right and powerful and she could take on any damned snake in the world and she was already halfway back to the bright square of the barn door when she happened to look up at the wall above the loft stairs.
There hung the scarecrow, fully articulated, its straw planter’s hat resting on the gunnysack head, the black-hole eyes now burning like autumn bonfires, staring bold and red and hellish, and Katy didn’t know what she screamed, it may have been “Chickenshiiiiiiiit,” but the sound was swallowed by the dry timber of the walls and the hay bales above and the packed dirt below and the pitchfork bounced to the ground and Katy was running across the yard toward the house where Gordon’s dead wife might be drifting around the kitchen and tears were streaming down Katy’s face, the goats were joined in a chorus of gleeful laughter, a snake was in the henhouse, but all she could think of was the two eggs in the basket, those sad orange yolks and twin chicks that would never be born.
 


 
 
CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
 
Mrs. Stansberry had to stay after school for a meeting, so Jett rode the lame-o school bus home. She sat near the front with the first graders because she didn’t want to be teased by Tommy Wilson and Grady Eggers, who sat in the back and ruled their keep like warlords. Grady had toned down a bit since yesterday, when he and Jett had suffered their mutual acid flashback in English class. But Tommy was still Tommy, and he tried to play grab-ass with her whenever she wasn’t paying attention and drifted within reach.
The bus was half empty when it reached her road. She wrestled her book bag down the steps and the bus was pulling away when Tommy called from the rear window. “Hey, shake it for me, Plucky Duck.”
She flipped a middle finger without looking back, then checked the mail. Phone bill, Mom’s October issue of Better Homes & Gardens, a seed catalog, a Honda dealership circular. At the bottom of the pile lay a crisp white envelope. She recognized the handwriting right away. Dad’s.
Jett slipped the letter into a pouch of her backpack, her heart racing. The sun felt brighter and warmer somehow, and the wildflowers along the ditch were more colorful. She skipped a few steps, scuffing the toes of her black boots on the gravel. The Wards’ dog barked at her, and she resumed walking, albeit at a faster pace. She didn’t want creepy old Betsy Ward to call to her through the kitchen window.
Betsy wasn’t inside the house this time. She was down by the little garden shed, holding a pair of hedge clippers. The shed was by the ditch and Jett would have to walk right by her. She kept her eyes on the rocks in the rutted road, wishing she could will herself into invisibility like Sue Storm of the Fantastic Four comics.
“Good news?” Betsy said.
“No, just some magazines,” Jett said, figuring she could stop for twenty seconds and then go on her way without seeming rude.
“A pretty girl like you shouldn’t wear make-up.”
Jett had been raised to respect her elders. Except, as Mom had said, when they were obviously full of crap. “Mom says it’s okay.”
“You come from Charlotte, I hear.”
The old woman said it in a knowing manner, as if Charlotte were the only place you could buy black eyeliner and purple hair dye. “I was born there.”
“What do you think about Solom?
Jett shrugged. She saw little point in telling the truth. Betsy probably saw the world beyond the county borders as a strange and unholy land, fraught with terrorists, gangland shootings, adult bookstores, and kids dressed in black. “It’s not so bad,” she said. “Kind of quiet.”
“Be glad of the quiet.”
“Well, I’d better get home. My mom’s expecting me. Been nice talking to you, Mrs. Ward.” Like hell.
Jett was already on her way again when Betsy’s next words stopped her. “Seen the Scarecrow Man yet?”
“A scarecrow?”
Betsy was grinning like a possum that had just eaten a dozen hen’s eggs. “About time of year for it. He climbs down off his post and walks out of the garden to grab mean little girls and boys and drag them off to the jangling hole up on Mulatto Mountain.”
“Sorry, Mrs. Ward. I don’t go in for spook stories.”
“You will.”
Jett hurried on up the road, Betsy Ward’s cackle behind her. She couldn’t help eyeing the barn on her way to the house. She didn’t believe in spooks. She only believed in hallucinations.
If she had a joint, she would have sneaked into the bushes and fired it up, despite her promise to Mom. Solom was making her uptight, and she didn’t like it. And why be uptight when nature offered several substances that served no other purpose but providing artificial relaxation? And where nature came up short, chemists had picked up the slack and came up with a whole alphabet soup of drugs. She had never tried ecstasy or angel dust, but those substances had floated around the big consolidated schools of Charlotte.
Good one, birdbrain. Try to kill the anxiety of a drug-induced hallucination by taking more drugs. Sort of like drinking yourself sober. Sounds like something Dad would dream up. The cure that kills.
Instead of running from her problems, she could face them head-on. March right into the barn and up those stairs into the loft, hammering the hell out of her boot heels so the monster or the seven-foot-tall creep or the carnivorous goat would know she was coming and—
Actually, the joint was starting to sound better and better. But she didn’t know how to score in this backwoods tractor graveyard. She’d probably have to be friends with rednecks like Tommy Wilson if she ever wanted any connections. The thought made her shudder.
Mom’s Subaru was in the driveway, as usual. Mom was becoming a real homebody, a change for the weird. “We don’t have to change who we are,” Mom had said when convincing Jett that marriage would be a positive move for both of them.
Except the drugs would have to go. That was part of the deal, and the part Jett felt guilty about. She wondered how much of Mom’s hasty decision to marry was fueled by a desire to whisk her daughter away from the big-city lifestyle and the accompanying bad influences she had collected. Jett was surprised she didn’t miss most of her friends, but instead of seeing her dad every weekend, she had only seen him once since the move.
But she had his letter ...
Jett was starting up the flagstone walk when a bleat erupted behind her. A goat stood by the wire fence, gnawing on a locust post. The green irises glittered in the afternoon sun, the boxy pupils fixed on her. Like it was sizing her up. Inviting her into the loft.
“No way, Joshua boy,” she said, louder than she wanted.
She backed the rest of the way up the walk and onto the porch, not letting the goat out of her sight. Just before she opened the door, she glanced at the barn. A figure stood in the upper window, in tattered clothes, face lost in the shadow of a wide-brimmed straw hat. Jett slipped inside the house and slammed the door closed, then leaned against it, trying to catch her breath.
“Honey?” Katy called from the kitchen. “Is that you?”
Jett didn’t trust her voice enough to answer. Instead, she eased the backpack off her shoulder and peeked through the curtains at the barn. Nothing. Even the goat had turned away and ambled up to a tangle of blackberry vines.
“Jett?” Katy appeared in the kitchen doorway, wet dough nearly up to her elbows.
“Hi. What are you making?” Jett forced a smile, an expression she’d avoided since getting braces. A grimace went well with her glum Goth look.
Katy looked down at her hands as if surprised to find them coated in white goo. “Chicken and dumplings, I think. And scratch biscuits.”
“Cookbook?”
Katy shrugged. “An old family recipe. I found it in the pantry.”
Jett nodded. When they first moved, she and Mom had a long talk about Rebecca, Gordon’s first wife. Mom insisted she wouldn’t try to replace Rebecca. Mom was sure Gordon would appreciate her for who she was, and she might not be the world’s greatest homemaker, but she was willing to try. “I’ll never be the next Rebecca Smith, but I’ll be the first Katy Logan, and that’s the best Gordon could hope for,” Mom had said.
Except a little of the sparkle had faded from Mom’s eyes, and she seemed a little shaken today. Jett felt a pang of guilt for even thinking of breaking her promise to stay clean. Mom had enough to worry about. Like whatever was causing that smoke in the kitchen.
“I think your biscuits are done,” Jett said.
 



 
CHAPTER TWELVE
 
 
The dinner table was made of ancient oak, the legs hand-carved by some distant Smith ancestor. It wobbled slightly when Katy put her elbows on the table. She caught Jett’s eye and frowned. Jett was staring off into space, right in the middle of Gordon’s blessing. Then she realized her own eyes were open, and she turned her attention back to the lump of mashed potatoes. The potatoes were a bad choice with the dumplings. The meal appeared gray and bland, even with the pink meat of the chicken stirred among the dumpling juice. At least they had fresh broccoli, and Katy was grateful for the hardy crop that continued growing through the early frosts.
“... and may the Lord bless this bounty placed before us, and the hands that prepared it,” Gordon said, in a voice Katy imagined he used when delivering a lecture to half-asleep sophomores. “Amen.”
“Amen,” Katy said.
Gordon flipped out his cloth napkin with a flourish. Katy had never used cloth napkins in Charlotte, considering them an extravagance, the kind of thing that led to a premium charge at a fancy restaurant. But Gordon had showed her the drawer that held the table linens, and explained how Rebecca had always kept three clean sets of the same off-white color. He didn’t exactly order Katy to lay out cloth napkins with each dinner, but if Rebecca was able to do it, then why shouldn’t Katy? So what if it meant extra laundry and another three minutes of her day wasted?
“These dumplings look plumb delicious,” Gordon said. He speared a lump of cooked dough with his fork, brought it to his nose, and sniffed. He took a bite.
Jett picked up a sprig of broccoli with her fingers, tossed it into her mouth, and began chewing noisily. Katy didn’t even think to ask Jett to mind her manners because she was so intent on Gordon’s reaction.
“Mmm,” Gordon said. “Acceptable. Most acceptable indeed.”
Acceptable? What in the hell did that mean? That Rebecca’s were better? But all she said was, “I’m glad you like them, dear.”
“Maybe we should tell him about the scarecrow now,” Jett said.
“Scarecrow?” Gordon reached for the white wine. Katy would never have dared select a suitable wine. She was a gin girl, at least on her infrequent opportunities to imbibe. Since Jett’s drug problems began, though, Katy had denied herself the dubious pleasure of alcohol. Gordon didn’t seem to care about intoxication. He rarely drank more than a glass or two. To him, it was an affectation, like his pipe, the requisite habit of a tenured scholar.
“The scarecrow in the barn,” Katy said.
“Oh, that old thing? What about it?”
“Yesterday, it was out in the cornfield. Now it’s hanging on the wall.”
“Maybe Odus Hampton brought it in. He was doing some work for me a few days ago, while you guys were shopping in Windshake.”
“It was on the wall. Then it was gone yesterday. And it was back again today.” Katy didn’t want to tell the other part, about how the goat had dragged it away, about how she thought it had moved under its own power. And how it must have pieced itself together, climbed the wall, and snagged itself on the hook again.
“Just like the story you told us,” Jett said. She didn’t seem as enamored of Katy’s dumplings as Gordon was. She worked on the broccoli and her milk, and then dipped into the bowl of cinnamon apple slices that Katy had prepared as a side dish.
“The Scarecrow Man,” Gordon said, breaking into a grin. His cheeks were flushed from the wine.
“I saw it, too,” Jett said. “The night I”—she shot a glance at Katy—”freaked out in the barn.”
Gordon’s eyes narrowed, and Katy saw a hint of cruelty in his face. “You haven’t been messing with drugs, have you? I thought I made it clear to your mother that I wouldn’t tolerate that business in my house. It’s bad enough you have to go around dressed like a prostitute at a funeral.”
Jett slumped in her chair, jaw tightening. She fingered the studded leather band around her throat as if it were cutting off her oxygen.
“Gordon, please,” Katy said.
Gordon sipped his wine. “Rebecca would never have allowed such foolishness, God rest her soul.”
“Jett’s not doing drugs anymore,” Katy said. “She promised. We both promised.”
Gordon patted his lips with the cloth napkin, and Katy wondered if she’d have to spray Spot Shot on it later. “Sorry. That wasn’t fair. I did accept you for better or worse, after all.”
Katy flashed a pained smile at Jett as if to say, See, I told you he’s not so bad. We all just have to get used to each other. Except part of her was thinking, If Rebecca was so wonderful, why didn’t she bear Gordon a perfect child, one who wasn’t individual and human and as achingly beautiful as Jett?
She squeezed her own napkin under the table until her fingers hurt. Jett said, “It’s okay, Gordon. No sweat.”
Gordon didn’t know Jett well enough to detect the sullen defeat in her voice. Gordon raised one eyebrow at Katy in a When is she going to start calling me Dad? expression. Katy wondered when they were going to quit communicating in unspoken words and actually talk to one another. But that was silly, because Gordon wouldn’t even talk to her in bed when the lights were out and her heart was beating hard with expectation. Perhaps Rebecca had suffered the same neglect. The thought brought a sudden smirk to her face.
Jett pushed her plate away. “I’ve got homework, folks.”
“You didn’t finish,” Gordon said.
“I’m not hungry.”
Jett stood, her chair scraping across the floor. The sound cut the silence like a scythe through a tin can. Katy waited to see how the power struggle would play out, praying she wouldn’t have to take sides, mentally exploring a way to broker a peace settlement.
“You shouldn’t waste what God’s blessing has brought to our table,” Gordon said.
“I’ll put it in the fridge and she can have it for a snack after school tomorrow,” Katy said.
“I don’t want it tomorrow,” Jett said.
“Honey, we’ve all had a long day,” Katy said. “Why don’t you go do your homework and we’ll be up to talk about it later?”
She knew Gordon wouldn’t join in on the talk. He had rarely been in Jett’s room, apparently considering it some sort of den of iniquity. Rock posters, a black light, a tarantula in a small aquarium, melancholy music playing constantly. No, Gordon hadn’t yet reached out to his stepdaughter, although he expected automatic respect by sole virtue of Jett’s residence under his roof.
“Sure, Mom. We’ll talk.” Jett left the room and Katy took her first taste of the chicken and dumplings. Too salty. Rebecca’s recipe had called for two tablespoons. Or was it teaspoons? The recipes were handwritten, and Katy could easily have made a mistake.
“Do you really like them?” Katy asked.
Gordon was staring out the window at the darkness that had settled on the farm as they ate. The crickets chirped, katydids rubbed their wings together, and moths fluttered against the window screen.
“They were fine,” Gordon said, absently.
“Can we get rid of the scarecrow?”
“The scarecrow?”
“The one in the barn.”
“What about it?”
“I don’t like it hanging in the barn. It spooks me.”
Gordon laughed. “That’s been in the family for years. I put it up for the winter so it doesn’t rot.”
“I thought you said Odus Hampton put it up.”
“Yeah. I guess he did.”
“It’s out there now. I saw it.”
Gordon reached across the table and took her hand. He smiled, his eyes bright, cheeks crinkling in the manner that had first attracted her. “Let’s forget about the silly scarecrow.”
“You shouldn’t be so hard on Jett.”
Gordon drew his hand away. “It’s just that I care about her. About both of you. I want you to be happy here.”
Katy was about to say she would be a lot happier if she didn’t feel the invisible presence of his first wife. But as she opened her mouth, a brittle clatter arose from the kitchen and something shattered on the floor.
“Sounds like you have some work to do,” Gordon said.
 



 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
 
When the bus picked up Jett, she walked straight down the aisle between the rows of seats, her gaze fixed on the emergency release latch for the back door. Tommy Wilson let out a wolf whistle, and one of the third-graders was opening his lunch box, filling the air with peanut butter smell. She bit her lip and slid into the empty seat on the second row from the rear. Right in front of Tommy and Grady. She expected Tommy to make a grab as she sat, but he must have been too shocked by her abrupt approach.
Tommy said, “Hey, Grady, I think she likes me.”
“In your dreams, man.”
“No, really. She knows when she’s licked ... all over.” Tommy snickered. Jett could smell it on them, the reason she had ventured into the goonie zone.
“Why don’t you ask her, then?” Grady taunted. “If you’re so hot, why ain’t she sitting in your lap?”
Jett didn’t turn. Compared to the inner-city school she had once attended, where fourth-graders sometimes carried switchblades, a Cross Valley High bus offered little to fear. Tommy in his Carhartt jacket with the scuffed elbows was about as threatening as Fozzie from the Muppets.
“Yeah? Just watch a stud in action.” Tommy leaned over the seat. Jett could feel his breath on her neck, and the smell of pot was thick and potent. “Hey, sweet thing. I dig chicks in black.”
She waited. Maybe he had been practicing his lines on his sister or something, because they sure were lame. He could have done better hanging out in Internet chat rooms.
“What do you say?” Tommy’s voice fell into a low, murmuring rhythm. “You know you want it. Can’t keep away, can you?”
“I’m fine, thanks,” she said without turning.
“She talked to you, dude,” Grady said to his pal.
“Shut up.” Tommy moved closer, and now his breath was on her ear. “Want some of what I got?”
“As a matter of fact, I do.”
Tommy said nothing, although he was panting audibly now.
“Seven grams will do,” she said. Her father had told her the fifty dollars was for her personal use. This was about as personal as it got.
“Grams? Do what?”
“Or do you sell it by the quarter-ounce up here? I don’t know if the metric system has hit the sticks yet.”
“You ain’t right, girl.”
“Come on, let’s not play games. You’ve reeked of marijuana since the first day I walked into school. The only reason the teachers can’t smell it is because they’re probably smoking it themselves.”
“Hey, big-city bitch, don’t get so high and mighty. Just because you talk all fancy and got black stockings don’t mean you can—”
Jett turned and put her face close to his, their noses almost touching. “Listen, redneck. Next time you lay a hand on me, I’ll take your fingers and shove them one by one up your asshole until you’re tickling your own tonsils.”
Grady shrank into the corner, shooting a glance at the driver twenty rows up. Tommy blinked but didn’t back away. A kindergartner was crying in the front of the bus. Trees whizzed by beyond the windows, and leaves skirled along the gravel road in the draft of the bus’s wake.
“I’ve got money and I need grass,” she said. “You’ve got grass and you need money.”
“I don’t mess with that shit.”
“Like hell. What’s that you were smoking this morning, goat turds?”
Grady giggled and Tommy elbowed him in the ribs. “What if I could get some? I want something more than money.”
“Like what?”
Tommy ran his tongue over his lips like a poisoned rat at a water puddle. “Some of your sweet stuff.”
Jett tucked a strand of dyed hair behind her ear. “Fine. Bring it on. But there’s something you ought to know.”
Tommy’s eyes widened, and Grady leaned toward her, too, not believing his good buddy was going to score. “What’s that?” Tommy said, in a dry croak.
“I’ve got AIDS. So any time.”
Tommy went pale. Jett faced the front, smiling to herself. The rumor would make the rounds, and by Christmas break some teacher or other would probably call her mom. It might even get as far as the school board. She’d probably be asked to take a blood test by next semester. With any luck, it would lead an indefinite suspension until the matter was cleared up.
But by tomorrow, she would have a bag of pot, even if Tommy delivered it wearing rubber gloves and a surgical mask. The good times would roll, and all her problems would go up in smoke.
 
 



 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
 
Katy had gone back to bed after seeing off Jett. She lay under the covers, half asleep, trying to free the stolen sheet from Gordon’s clutches. This was Friday, and Gordon’s only class was in the afternoon. They had taken to sleeping late that day, especially as the mornings had grown chillier. Katy felt a bit decadent, having been a chronic early riser during her banking career. She still wasn’t sure if she missed working or not.
Gordon snorted and rolled over against her. His body warmth was comforting and she let herself roll against him into the curved middle of the mattress. Rebecca’s weight had helped make the depression in the mattress, from her two thousand nights of lying here. But Rebecca was gone and now this space was hers.
Katy wriggled her rear against his thigh, hoping to elicit a response. She was rewarded when one of his hands slid across her waist. It was the most intimate he had been in weeks. She wriggled some more and his hand slid up to her breast. She wished she had removed her bra. She’d always slept in the buff but Gordon had acted like that was a dirty habit. He wore pajamas, rumpled cotton that didn’t flatter him. The pajamas made him look like a nursing home inmate.
Gordon squeezed her breast and her nipple hardened. She snuggled closer, hoping he would turn so she could feel his arousal. She twisted her neck and kissed his cheek. He smelled masculine, like wood smoke and metal. His hand worked her flesh in small circles.
“Gordon,” she whispered, and a moan escaped her lips.
She didn’t want to move away from his hand but a tiny spark had taken hold in the center of her body. She lifted herself up on her elbow so that she was nearly over him. Even asleep, his body revealed evidence of his lust. His erection tented the blankets.
Katy moaned and let her fingers slide between the buttons of his pajama top. Gordon grunted in his sleep and put his hand over hers. Katy nuzzled his neck and Gordon’s eyes flickered.
“Rebecca,” he said in a hoarse, low whisper.
Katy froze. Maybe he was dreaming that she was Rebecca, and that was the reason for his response. He’d barely touched Katy, had not even slipped her some tongue when they kissed, had left her to masturbate on their wedding night. But here he was as hard as Pittsburgh steel and as hot as Costa Rica, and it was his dead wife that was doing it for him.
Not Katy.
But Katy was so desperate for affection and contact that a cynical part of her took over. She would screw him no matter who she had to be. There was more than one way to consummate a marriage.
“Yes, darling,” Katy said, not knowing where the endearment came from. She’d never said “darling” in her life. But she was slipping into a role, and the deception fueled her lust. If Rebecca was what Gordon wanted, then Katy would give her to him, and fulfill her own desires in the bargain.
She pressed her lips to his and Gordon’s tongue probed her mouth. She was fully on him now, kicking the blankets away, pressing her chest against his. Gordon’s arms went around her back and stroked her hair. She raised one leg and straddled him. She rocked gently back and forth, savoring his saliva, breathing wildly through her nose.
Gordon lifted himself, thrusting against her. He pulled his mouth free and gasped. “Yes,” he said.
His hands came down to her bra strap and he deftly unhooked it. He peeled the bra away and flung it off the bed. She reached between their bodies for the waistband of his pajamas, wanting to unbutton them. Instead, her fingers found the fly and slid into the little pocket toward the heat beneath.
“Oh, honey,” he whispered, and Katy no longer cared if he was talking to her or to Rebecca. The ache in her loins was taking over, and she probably would have ridden him if he had called her Catherine the Great.
“Mmmm,” she said, not sure what sort of language to use. Mark liked dirty talk, and they’d often ranted themselves into a frenzy as they worked toward what were almost always simultaneous orgasms. She blushed for thinking of Mark, but her cheeks were already warm and pink and she decided that was no worse than Gordon’s little fantasy. Besides, her brain wasn’t the organ doing her thinking at the moment.
She fumbled for the waistband of his briefs. Gordon’s hands enclosed her breasts, kneading them with a gentle firmness that suggested experience. While he’d been chaste with Katy, he certainly was no virgin.
She was panting, her heart galloping, and a strand of drool hung from her lower lip. Gordon’s other hand continued to work her breasts, then his mouth enveloped her left nipple. She opened her eyes and saw the dark tangles of his hair and the slight bald spot at the top of his skull as he eased himself inside her.
Katy fought an urge to mash herself down onto him. This was their first time, and it should be slow. As much as she hated to break the contact of his tongue on her nipple, she tilted his head back to look him in the eyes.
“Gordon,” she said, and the word came from low in her throat, like the growl of an animal.
His eyes remained closed, though his eyelids fluttered as if he were asleep and experiencing the rapid eye movements associated with dreaming. Her hips quivered of their own accord, and she knew she couldn’t hold out much longer.
“Rebecca,” he said, lifting his hips off the bed and pushing deep.
Katy almost hesitated. This was too weird. The only way she could get laid was to pretend to be dead. Or, more precisely, be someone who had died. Her rival. The woman she hated.
But another part of her saw it as revenge, as if she were seducing Gordon into cheating on Rebecca. She knew how crazy that sounded, but lust made people crazy anyway, and if she were going off the deep end she wanted to go with a bang.
Katy impaled herself on his hardness and felt the burning length of it drive inside her. She rose again and settled, letting it slide even more deeply.
“Rebecca,” he repeated.
“Yes, darling, I’m here,” she said, shivering in anticipation and an odd sensation that she might have recognized as fear if she weren’t so far gone. She scarcely recognized her own voice.
Gordon’s hands went around her waist and lifted her, then let her fall back down. They gained speed, working toward a frantic pace, Gordon grunting, his lips peeled back and teeth clenched, his eyes still closed.
Katy flung her head back, hair flailing across her shoulders. She put her hands on his chest and caught his rhythm, pushing herself down as he released her waist at each apex. A glow built from inside her belly, a tiny spark expanding into a golden fire.
“Yes, darling, yes,” she said, words interrupted by thrusts. “Give it to me.”
She started to scream “Fuck me harder,” but something held her back. After all, Gordon wasn’t Mark and she’d have to adjust her sexual habits. And it didn’t seem like the kind of thing Rebecca would say.
She smelled lilacs, but before she could comprehend the scent the fire expanded and electricity jumped the wires in her arms and legs and this was way better than another lonely bout with the vibrator as the flood of his passion erupted inside her and their hips slammed together and she may have shouted something and she hoped to God it wasn’t Mark’s name, not that Gordon would have heard her anyway because he gave a loud, shuddering groan and thrust up against her, lifting her nearly a foot off the bed. They collapsed with a squeak of bedsprings and Gordon thrust again, less vigorously this time, but she was finishing her own orgasm and so pressed down enough for both of them.
Their bodies writhed together several more times before slowing. Katy relaxed onto Gordon’s chest, her hair flowing over his neck and shoulders, chest heaving from effort. The area below her waist was warm taffy and she couldn’t tell where she ended and Gordon began. His arms went around her and he squeezed more tightly than he ever had before, even when the minister David Tester had pronounced them man and wife in the little church on the other side of the mountain.
“That was worth the wait, darling,” she said into the dark, curly hairs on his chest.
“As good as the first time,” he said.
She lifted herself, arms trembling in post-coital weakness. “What?”
His eyes, which had remained closed throughout the intercourse, now flicked open, then widened. “Rebecca?”
Gordon sounded dismayed. Had he carried the fantasy all the way through to the end and not even allowed himself to give anything to his new wife? As horny as she had been, was the physical release worth this feeling of rejection?
She rolled off him, or perhaps Gordon had raised himself on one hip and eased her to the side. They separated with a slight sticky smack.
“Gordon, what’s wrong?” she said, drawing the sheet over her breasts in an attempt to hide from his shocked stare.
He rubbed a hand over his face and closed his eyes. “Nothing, it was just ... that was wonderful, honey.”
Gordon bent and kissed her lightly on the forehead, then sat on the edge of the bed. He buttoned his pajama top, fussed with the alarm clock, and stood and stretched. Without a word, he went into the bathroom and closed the door.
Katy laid there, the heat fading between her thighs until it felt as if someone had driven an icicle inside her. She couldn’t escape the feeling that she had just been cheated on by her husband’s late wife. Gordon turned on the shower, and the hissing spray sounded almost like a mirthful and devious giggle.
 



 
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
 
Jett tuned out the monotone of Jerry Bennington, her Earth Sciences teacher. That was no challenge, because Bennington was lecturing about gravity and even though gravity tied all the stars and planets into place, he managed to make it sound as simple and boring as a math problem. Like there was no magic or mystery in it at all. Public school teachers weren’t allowed to address religion in the classroom, but explaining how heaven stayed in place might have made the subject a little more colorful.
The boy sitting in front of her, Harold Something-or-other, must have raided his dad’s medicine chest, because he reeked of Old Spice or Brut or one of those stinky-sweet colognes. She could endure it as long as Harold didn’t bend forward to pick up a pencil or something and flash his sweaty crack over the belt loops of his low-riding blue jeans. She slipped Dad’s letter from her backpack and read it for the fourth time since yesterday. The fifty dollars he’d included were now squirreled away in her back pocket. Their little secret.
 
Dear Punkin,



I miss you so much mucher than all the chocolate donuts in the world. Right now I’m looking at the picture of us from the Outer Banks trip we took the summer you were seven. You look a lot like your mother in that one, more than you do now. I guess you were getting ready to be your own self.



How do you like the mountains? I’ll bet they’re not as strange as you thought they would be, but I wish you were down here right now so we could go to Discovery Place or a Panthers game, or anywhere that sold cotton candy and root beer. You’ll have to tell me all about your school and teachers. I would email you but your Mom told me her new husband (I don’t like to say his name, I guess that’s small of me but that’s the way it is) put a password on the computer so you can’t use it without his permission. Plus ink and paper give you something real to hold on to, and you can keep a letter nearby for when you want it.



Are you making new friends? I finally went out with that poodle woman but I don’t think any sparks flew. If they did, I didn’t get burned. I guess it’s taking me longer to get over the break-up than it did your mom. But she’s a great woman and a great mother. I tried my best but things happen, and I’ll still always try my best for you no matter what. Listen to your old man going on like this. A good parent leaves the kids out of it, they say. I wish I could have left you out of my other problems, too.



It’s not that long until Thanksgiving and I’m so much mucher muchest looking forward to having you down for a few days. You know I’m not a cook but even turkey cold cuts will taste fine with you at the table. Work’s going great, I’m busy as a beaver with the insulation business. Nothing like cashing in on climate change. But no jokes about “Mark Draper blows.”



I was not going to mention the drugs, but it seems like part of the problem that caused the Big Problem. I’m sorry if I was a bad influence on you. I let that stuff take me over and steal part of my soul away, and things might have been different if I had given that bit to my family instead. The reason I bring it up is this: You’re going to be a big girl soon and have to make your own decisions about your life. I know better than anybody that you can’t change your heart just by changing your scenery. Because my heart still belongs to you even though we’re a hundred miles apart.



So tell me all about Solom and send me some pictures when you email. I’ve enclosed some stamps and a little present. The money is for you and you don’t have to tell any grown-ups about it. I miss you all the world and love you all the stars in the sky and think of you all the fish in the sea. See you in November.



Giant hugs and supersize kisses,



Dad



 
Jett stared at the last sentences a moment.
Heavy shit, Dad.
“Miss Draper?”
Jett slid the letter into the papers on her desk. She wondered how many times Bennington had called her name before she’d noticed. Harold turned in his seat with a faint farting noise and smirked at her. She was used to the stares by now. Solom’s first genuine artificial Goth girl, and the attention was half the fun. “Yes, Mr. Bennington?”
“We were discussing Sir Isaac Newton.”
“The guy who invented the delicious fig cookies?”
That got a muffled laugh out of a couple of the kids. She had to admit, it was a pretty lame comeback, but she was off her game. Maybe when Tommy came through with the pot, she’d sharpen her wit a little and really wow the crowd.
Bennington didn’t seem amused, his Grinchish frown seeming to stretch longer in defiance of physics as his lips receded deeper into his mouth. “We were discussing Newton’s Third Law of Motion.”
“Oh, yeah, that one. How does it go again?”
This drew a few more laughs. Bennington glanced at the clock on the wall. Two minutes away from the bell. “It seems not everyone benefited from today’s lecture, so perhaps the entire class should read chapter four in your textbooks and write a two-page report on Isaac Newton’s laws.”
Bennington’s frown lifted a little as the class let out a collective groan. “Good going, witch,” Harold whispered.
After the bell sounded, Jett hurried from the room. She was to meet Tommy just before sixth period in the boiler room behind the gym. Tommy had skipped English class, so Jett assumed he’d gone off the school grounds to score. She didn’t feel the least bit guilty for her part in his truancy. His attendance record was his problem. It wasn’t like the goon was going to last past the legal drop-out age of 16 anyway.
The gym was set apart from the school, with a walkway that led to the bus parking lot. Phys Ed classes weren’t held during the last period, so it was the perfect place for a little privacy. Jett passed a necking couple who were tucked behind a screened Dumpster. The boy wore dark boots and a stained baseball cap, the girl wore cheap jewelry and an outdated “Friends” hairstyle. From their downscale K-Mart fashion wear, she pegged them for trailer trash. The girl would probably be pregnant by ninth grade and the boy would do the honorable thing and marry her, at least until he realized that diapers didn’t change themselves and three people could never live as cheaply as one.
Not that you’re any great shakes, Jett, but at least you’re aware of your flaws. Like criticizing others.
She hefted her backpack higher on her shoulder and cut around the gym entrance, where cigarette butts and old ticket stubs littered the gravel. The dirt around the boiler room was stained black from spilled fuel oil. A large rusty tank was half-submerged in the ground, the cap locked to prevent sabotage or theft.
The door to the boiler room was ajar. The custodian must have been performing maintenance earlier in the morning. She’d expected the door to be locked and for the deal to go down in the shadows of the little brick outbuilding. The building had no widows. Now they would have decent concealment, and if she and Tommy were caught, they could always pretend they were just another couple sneaking off to swap a little saliva.
She took a look around before easing into the boiler room. It was dark and smelled of oil, musty pasteboard, and old pipes. Something rustled behind the giant steel-plated, pipe-entangled contraption in the center of the room.
“Tommy?”
She reached into her hand purse for the money. She usually didn’t carry a purse, but she’d needed something to hide the score in. And the accessory had gone with a black, ruffled skirt and white, knee-high hose. Cold weather would come soon enough so she might as well log some leg time while she could.
The noise came again, and the room grew darker. The door slammed shut behind her. A ventilation grill in the wall allowed some light, but it took her eyes a few seconds to adjust. Tommy must be playing some stupid stoner game. Or maybe he was dick-headed enough to try and get laid even under threat of death from AIDS.
“That’s not funny, Tommy,” she said, trying the door knob. Stuck tight.
“It’s not funny at all,” came a voice from behind the boiler. It wasn’t Tommy’s. It was deep and raspy and evoked a tingling familiarity.
Jett turned with her back to the door. The custodian? Maybe he hung out in here with his girlie mags in the afternoon, waiting for the last bus to leave so he could run a buffer over the hallway tiles. Except how had he closed the door when he was on the opposite side of the building?
A pipe reverberated as if someone had bumped into it. Though the boiler wasn’t running, the room was stuffy. Jett tried the door again, wondering if her screams would carry to the couple by the Dumpster.
“It’s not funny, it’s serious,” said the voice, and a blacker shadow moved in the darkness. “Life and death.”
The brim of the black hat lifted and the moon-white face gave a grin. Except it wasn’t a grin, Jett saw, just an illusion caused by the man’s missing upper lip. She decided it was a man though she had little evidence that it had once been human. A stench flooded the room, and Jett recognized the musky aroma of a male goat.
“You’re not real,” Jett said, moving her backpack to her chest as if to add a protective layer between her and the nightmare.
“Judge not, that you be not judged,” the man said. The head turned and dull silver flashed where the eyes might be. His skin looked like cottage cheese slathered over with a layer of wax. “I just wanted to tell you something while you were away from home, because home clouds your judgment.”
“It’s not my home,” Jett said, throat dry, sure she was having a nervous breakdown spiced with a bad acid flashback and a panic attack thrown in for good measure. Each breath felt like swallowing a handful of sand. She worked the knob with all her strength, chafing her palm.
“It will be your home soon enough.” The man waited, as if reluctant to leave the safety of the shadows.
“What do you want?”
“To warn you about false prophets.”
“I don’t know any prophets.” She wondered if acid flashbacks had a time limit, or if she was likely to keep on retro-tripping until her brain was a puddle of ooze.
“Yes, you do.”
“Okay, whatever. I’ll watch out for them, just let me go.”
“Beware of false prophets, who come to you in sheep’s clothing, but inwardly they are ravenous wolves.”
Jett nodded toward the dark figure. 
“You will know them by their fruits,” the voice said, as the shadows merged into an unbroken darkness.
The knob turned in her hand. She staggered blinking into the sunlight.
Tommy Wilson sat on the oil barrel, legs crossed, cigarette trailing smoke into the cloudless autumn sky. “What the hell were you doing in there?”
She didn’t want to blow her cool in front of this ass clown. “Waiting for you.”
Tommy inhaled, blew out a long snake of smoke as if he were sighing, and flicked his butt onto the gravel. “Who were you talking to?”
“I think it was the drama teacher.”
“You’re as crazy as you look. We don’t got no drama teacher.”
She glanced behind her but the boiler room was empty. “No wonder the girls flock to you, with lines like that.”
“Whatever.” Tommy slid down from the barrel and reached into his NASCAR windbreaker. He pulled out a paper bag that had been twisted into the size of a hammer handle. “Here’s your quarter-ounce. Fifty bucks.”
Jett peeled off the bills with a trembling hand, hoping Tommy would think she was nervous instead of insane. She put the paper bag in her backpack without looking at its contents. “Thanks. I’ve got to get to class.”
“Sure. Plenty more where that came from, just say the word.”
She left him lighting another cigarette, her heart throbbing, wondering how she would make it through math with the man in the black hat’s voice buzzing through her skull.
 



 
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
 
Katy lay on the bed, listening to the ticking of the tin roof as the sun warmed it. The afterglow of sex had faded, and only a faint stickiness remained. Her toes were cold. Her robe was tangled around her. She must have fallen asleep because the alarm clock on the bedside table read almost ten. She forced herself out of bed, legs heavy, head feeling as if it were stuffed with wet rags.
On the way to the bathroom, she paused at the linen closet to get a clean towel. The closet was still a mess from moving, filled with garbage bags full of winter clothes, boxes of shoes, and bundled-up coats. The door bulged open, with mufflers, pajamas, and dish towels oozing from the crack. Had Rebecca been this messy? She kicked the clothing away and opened the door, and a shoebox fell from the shelf and bounced off her shoulder.
As she put it back, she noticed a string running down the inside of one wall. She thought it might be a light switch and gave it a tug, peering into the darkness above. There was a slight metallic rasp and the squeak of a spring. Katy pulled harder and saw a small wooden door descending. It must be an attic access.
Curious, she took a flashlight from the bedside table and carried one of Gordon’s heirloom rockers to the closet. Climbing unsteadily onto the rocker seat, she grabbed the lip of the door and pulled it down until it bumped the shelf. Rough pine rungs had been hammered onto a set of steel bars, making a folded ladder.
She shined the light into the opening and saw the ribs of the ceiling joists and the dull galvanized tin of the roof. Cobwebs hung in large dusty beards and the air was stale and humid. Katy grabbed the highest rung she could reach and pulled herself up. She held the flashlight in her left hand, keeping two of her fingers free for gripping. She nearly lost her balance, but managed to get a bare foot on the shelf for purchase, knocking off the shoebox again in the process.
With one more heave, she got her other foot on the lowest rung and stood, poking her head into the attic. Louvered grills were set at each end of the attic to allow air circulation, with wire covering the openings. The old house must have once been insulated with shredded paper, because bits of gray fluff hung to the wooden support posts. Pale fiberglass had been rolled out in places, though a large section had been floored around the opening as a storage space.
Katy focused the beam on the boxes, old lamp shades, and small pieces of furniture that were stacked around the floored area. A fuzzy orange ball bounced among the clutter, then she realized it was the flashlight’s beam reflected in a dusty mirror.
Katy climbed through the access hole and crawled on her hands and knees to the mirror. A space had been cleared away in front of it. Two rolls of lipstick, a makeup kit with several peach shades of face blush, and a silver-handled hair brush were arranged before the mirror as if some woman had tended her appearance here. A small glass spray bottle lay on its side, and it took Katy a second to realize what was out of place: the bottle was free of dust, as if it had been recently used. One of the cardboard boxes was open and a cotton dress hung over the edge, bearing an autumnal print with a frilly white collar.
Behind the mirror was a long, wooden box covered with books. The box appeared too large to have fit through the access hole. Katy wondered if someone had carried the boards up one at a time and assembled the box in the attic. If the box were meant for book storage, it would have been simpler to nail the shelving boards between the joists.
So something was inside the box.
Maybe books, maybe air.
Maybe a piece of Smith family history, something that would help her better understand Gordon.
Or understand Rebecca.
As Katy crawled past the clutter, she regarded her reflection in the mirror. Because of the dust, her reflection was fuzzy. Katy tried to grin at her double that was crawling closer. In the dim light, the reflection became distorted and for a moment, Katy’s face was narrow and pinched and snarling. But was it her face? The fragrance of lilacs rose over the odor of dry wood and blown insulation.
She closed her eyes and forced herself forward, knocking over a stack of Mason jars filled with a dark substance. One of the jars broke, emitting a fetid smell and spilling a tarry liquid on the plywood floor. Katy brushed the shards of glass away and eased her way beside the box. She carefully removed the books from its top. The lid was hinged, with one end held in place by a hasp that was hooked with an open, rusty padlock. Katy removed the padlock and laid it to the side, propping the flashlight so that its cone of light swept over the box.
The lid lifted with a groan, and Katy broke a fingernail as the lid banged back against the floor. She gathered the flashlight and brought its beam to bear on the box’s contents.
Katy nearly bumped her head as she drew back from the sight.
A prone figure was laid out in the bottom of the box. Its suit was faded black, spotted gray with dry rot. The arms were crossed over the chest, a straw boater hat resting on them, and straw spilled from the stained sleeves. The face was made of cheesecloth, with white buttons sewn for eyes. A gash in the cheesecloth represented the mouth, and filthy cotton wadding bulged from the opening. The scarecrow was almost a replica of the one in the barn, except this one had never been in a field and seemed somehow feminine.
What had she expected to find? Rebecca’s body?
She wouldn’t have looked otherwise.
Katy was about to close the lid when the flashlight glinted off something tucked in the scarecrow’s jacket. She reached toward the dusty figure and pulled the object into the light, a small chain trailing behind. It was a locket, its gold plate peeling away in spots, the alloy beneath smudged and worn. Katy opened it and played the light over the portrait that was set in the locket’s base and covered with glass.
The woman in the black-and-white photograph was beautiful. Though the hair style was not of any identifiable era and she’d seen no other photographs of her, Katy knew it was Rebecca. No wonder Gordon still thought of her and fantasized about her. She was ethereal, cheekbones fine and thin, eyes dark between soft lashes. She wore a dress with a frilly collar, and Katy recognized it as the dress with the autumnal print.
Gordon must have placed the locket here. But why go to all the trouble of making a scarecrow, an oversize fetish doll? Looking at the objects stored in the attic with new interest, she realized that none of these things were Gordon’s. The books were mostly older romantic suspense, Mary Higgins Clark, Daphne Du Maurier, and Anne Rivers Siddons.
The few pieces of furniture might have come from a college girl’s sorority room, thrift shop junk made of cheap wood. Perhaps Gordon had set up the attic as a shrine to Rebecca’s memory, though there was certainly no loving arrangement to the clutter.
Gordon studied religion and probably saw symbolism in ordinary objects. The locket was more than just a picture memory; it must have been an aged heirloom, and Katy found it hard to believe that Gordon would banish it to the attic. Maybe Rebecca’s loss had been so devastating that he’d put her things out of sight and out of mind, though he hadn’t the heart to throw them away. Katy played the light over the scarecrow once more.
Had the mouth twitched?
She let the lid drop with a wooden bang and backed away to the mirror, propping the flashlight on a ceiling joist so that it shone down like a stage spotlight. She hooked the clasp on the locket’s chain and placed it around her neck. Her reflection seemed pleased, smiling back at her through the snowy film that covered the glass. Katy picked up the tiny spray bottle and sniffed.
Lilacs.
This was Rebecca’s scent, the one that drifted across the kitchen or rose from the bed in sudden urgency. Katy sprayed a little on her neck, the mist tickling and chilling her flesh. 
She then picked up the lipstick tube, pulled off the cap, and regarded the rose shade. This might have been the lipstick Rebecca wore when the portrait was made. Katy sniffed it. She rarely wore make-up, although as a business professional she’d had to dress in pants suits. Her hand lifted as though of its own accord, the lipstick sliding across the grinning lips in the mirror. Next she applied the blush to her cheeks. Her reflection startled her. In the yellow circle of the flashlight, she looked deathly pale.
Too deathly.
She stood and removed her robe. The attic was warm but her nipples swelled inside the cups of her bra. This was dirty and exciting, the putting on of a mask.
Katy tried on the dress.
It fit perfectly.
 



 
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
 
Give me a freaking break.
Jett couldn’t take another second of reality. She probably should have hidden in the woods, but needed to be close to the house in case Mom called. Jett could always claim to be feeding the chickens or something. The barn door was nearly closed, allowing just enough light to take care of business. Her back was against the wall, and from her sitting position, she could see the back door that led to the kitchen.
She laid out her World History book and pinched some of the pot from the plastic baggie. In Charlotte, she’d owned an alabaster pipe carved in the shape of a lizard, but she’d left it with her best friend. It was time to improvise. She took the piece of aluminum foil from her pocket, twisted it into a narrow tube, and used her pinky to make a hollow depression in one end. A piece of baling wire hanging on the wall of the barn served to prick three tiny holes in the curved end of the makeshift pipe.
Smoking in the barn was dangerous. During his Great Barn Tour of July, Gordon had made a big deal about how dry the place was. Apparently one of his grandparents’ barns had burned to the ground in the 1940’s, but that had been the fault of lightning. This barn had been built on the same foundation, and lightning never struck twice in the same place, did it? Dad would sure appreciate that sort of twisted logic—you had to risk a little to catch a good buzz.
She sprinkled some of the dark green leaves into the depression and set the pipe on her book. She’d taken some matches from the tin box on the mantelpiece. She snapped one of the sulfur-tipped stems free from its folded-over cardboard sleeve. “Get a degree at home,” the matchbox read, along with an 800 number, and beneath that, in smaller letters, “Close cover before striking.”
“Screw it.” She scratched the match head across the rough strike pad and the flamed bobbed to life. She tucked the pipe between her lips, applied the flame, and inhaled. The first hit tasted like hot metal, like braces, and she nearly coughed. The harsh smoke settled in her lungs, and then she blew out gently. The match had burned down to her fingers, so she held the pipe in her mouth while she used her other hand to grab the burnt end of the match. She then turned the match upside down so it would burn the unused portion of the paper.
The Kid knows all the tricks.
The next hit was a little smoother. She held the flame just above the grass so that it toasted rather than scorched. Yep. That was the ticket. Her throat was dry and she wished she’d brought a soft drink from the fridge. The smoke filled her nostrils, weakening the smell of old dust and animal manure. 
She let the buzz work its way through her nervous system, feeling her pulse accelerate. Tears collected in her eyes. Good shit.
Tommy Wilson may be a redneck jerkwad, but he had killer connections. A smile crept across her face, and it felt good. Why did the cops and Jesus freaks get so uptight about something that was so natural? She hadn’t smiled in weeks, and now here she was with her cheeks stretching and her head feeling light.
The fucking weight of the world temporarily lifted.
Fucking. What a weird word, when you think about it. I mean, fuck, what was the big deal? Mom said I’m able to have babies now. I don’t understand how a boy’s weenie can fit in there, as little and floppy as they are. At least Mom didn’t give me the jazz about safe sex. Guess she trusts me.
Trust. Jett looked down at the pipe and the bag of dope, the crumbled marijuana scattered across her book.
I don’t have a drug problem. “Drug problem” is what the English teacher would call an “oxymoron.” Well, the TEACHER’S a plain old fucking moron.
Jett’s stoned leap of logic seemed like the most hilarious thing since Beavis and Butthead did America, and she giggled. The sound was like blue bubbles in her brain. She closed her eyes and listened to them pop.
Blop bloop blooooop.
Beh-eh-eh-eh-eh.
Beh-eh?
That wasn’t right.
She opened her eyes to find the goat standing right in front of her, its head at eye level with hers. She rolled away with a start. The goat lowered its neck and sniffed at the marijuana, then licked at it.
“Get away, ugly,” Jett said, picking up a dry, dark clod that was probably a goat turd. She flung it at the goat, but it swabbed its tongue across her stash again.
Damn it, this is war.
She gave the goat a kick in the side, not too hard but loud enough for a thunk to fill the barn. The goat turned toward her. For the first time, she noticed the pale brown horns. Though they lay nearly flat against the animal’s skull, the tips curled back under and out above the ears like oversize, twisted fish hooks.
“Easy, there, Fred,” she said. Gordon had names for the goats but she hadn’t bothered to learn them. He’d taken them all from the Old Testament. She wondered whether it was Adam, Seth, or Ruth. Couldn’t be Ruth, because it had a tube of loose flesh hanging from its loins. She figured the goat didn’t know its name, either, so “Fred” would work just as well.
She backed away and the goat stepped closer. At least she’d distracted it from her expensive cash crop. Now if it would only go out the door and act like the brainless sack of fur and manure it was.
But it didn’t go for the door. It backed her to the foot of the stairs that led to the loft. And the loft was where she’d blanked out the day before yesterday. Freaked Mom out but good. But the blackout hadn’t been drug-related. She’d let Mom suspect drug use because the alternative was just a little too weird, even for her.
Because you can come down from a high but you probably can’t come down from insanity.
Jett didn’t want to climb those stairs. Because the image of a man flashed across the inside of her forehead, like a still from an out-of-focus slide projector. The man with the out-of-fashion hat with the low crown and wide brim, the one who had warned her to “Know them by their fruits.” She had a feeling he was waiting up there in the silence and dust of the hay bales. And if not him, maybe that Scarecrow Man.
The goat snorted a little and bobbed its head as if threatening her. Or else commanding her to climb the stairs.
Whoa the fuck down. Goats don’t boss humans around. They’re stupid Fred-faced, squid-eyed, dumb-as-dirt pieces of meat on the hoof.
The goat grinned, revealing a five-dollar chunk of marijuana bud that was stuck between two upper teeth. Jett almost laughed. This was the kind of stoner story she’d tell at the next party, if she ever made any friends in Solom: “Yeah, a goat came up while I was smoking and gobbled down my stash, yo.”
She’d leave out the part about the goat scaring her, and the man in the black hat, and the voice she’d heard in the boiler room behind the school. Because those were things that could get you locked up in the nuthouse, where the drugs were no fun at all, according to her friend Patty from Charlotte. Nuthouse drugs were designed to perform chemical lobotomies, eliminating problems by stripping away any desire to suffer a thought or feeling. As tempting as oblivion was, Jett liked hers in small and controlled doses.
Besides, who could be bored when a goat was after you?
The wall was covered with garden tools, ropes, and harness. She picked out a hoe, figuring she could use the blunt end of the handle to drive the goat away. The animal clambered forward as she leveled the handle and pointed it like a jousting lance. In the distance, the Ward’s dog barked, followed by the sound of tires on gravel. Gordon must be home.
Great.
Gord the Wonder Nerd.
She waited for his SUV engine to die and for the vehicle’s door to open. Then she could yell for help. Except the goat had paused, too, and lifted its head as if listening. Like maybe Gordon had a treat.
If Gordon came to the barn, he would see the pot and bust her. She’d probably be grounded for the rest of ninth grade, or maybe even until graduation. Gordon was one of those uptight people who made a big deal about morals without being religious. Because, despite all his blowhard lecturing at the dinner table about this and that denomination, and the fact that he was the great-great-grandson of a circuit-riding preacher, Gordon wore a sneer on his face when he talked about people going to church. Jett wasn’t sure what she believed yet, but one thing was for sure, she thought Jesus Christ was the kind of guy who wouldn’t put you down for a little bit of weed. True, he probably wouldn’t inhale, but he also wouldn’t hit you over the head with a Bible because of it.
So calling for Gordon was out of the question. She had to make a decision on whether to try for the loft and wait it out, or scoot past the goat, collect her stash, and sneak around the back yard and into the house before anyone noticed she was missing. Mom had been a real space cadet lately, so Gordon would probably make the obligatory room check. She planned to be at her desk with a textbook open, so she could bat her eyelashes at him in a “What do you want?” look. Pop an Altoid mint, drop in some Visine, and she was bulletproof. The only symptom would be goofiness, and all fourteen-year-old girls were goofy.
She prodded at the goat with the hoe handle. It turned and trotted to the barn door, standing just beyond the reach of daylight, as if it were afraid the sun would burn its skin and turn its carcass to dust. Jett dropped the hoe and scooped up her baggie of marijuana. She tucked it in the pocket of her sleeveless jean jacket. Though she was craving another hit to cap off the buzz, the whole scene was getting to be like a psychedelic, fluorescent-colorized episode of “The Twilight Zone.” She expected the ghost of Rod Serling to step from one of the stalls at any second, wearing a tie-died T-shirt and a ponytail, a pencil-sized joint replacing his ever-present cigarette.
The rear of the barn had another large wooden door, suspended on rollers that slid in a steel track overhead. It was latched from the inside with a deadbolt, but Jett thought she’d be able to maneuver the heavy door open enough to slip around the back way. Gordon’s SUV door slammed. That meant he’d go through the front door in about fifteen seconds if he followed his usual routine. Unless he saw the goat in the barn.
Jett wrestled with the deadbolt. It was rusty, as if it hadn’t been operated in years. She banged her knuckles trying to work the bolt free, scraping the skin. She put her knuckles in her mouth and sucked at the blood. Something nudged her hip, and she looked down to see the goat’s face turned up to hers, its nostrils dilating, eyes glinting in the dim light. The animal emitted a low moan, as if a hunger had been awakened by the scent of fresh fruit.
“Back off, Fred,” she said.
Jett threw back the bolt and leaned against the edge of the door, hoping to get some momentum. The door opened six inches. The goat jumped up and put its front hooves on the door, raising itself up to the height of her shoulder. It was bleating deep in its throat, and raised one hoof and banged it against the wood. Frightened now, almost forgetting her buzz, Jett flung her shoulder against the edge of the door, sending a fat spark of pain down her arm. The goat hammered on the wood with both hooves as the door creaked open another half a foot. Jett turned sideways and squeezed her body into the gap, squinting against the early evening sun.
As she worked her way free, she felt a rough tongue against the back of her hand.
Great. Goat cooties on her wounded knuckles. She’d probably get a staph infection.
She struggled through the door and moved away from the barn. The goat was too plump to get through the door. An absurd wave of relief washed over Jett. Getting stoned had been almost more trouble than it was worth.
As she went down the path that led between the barn and the garden to the apple trees near the house, she glanced back. In the loft opening was a dark shadow that looked a lot like a man in a black suit, arms spread, a wide-brimmed hat on his head. Jett blinked and hurried under the trees. She wanted her drug-induced visions to stay inside her head where they belonged, not out wandering around in the real world.
But the world hadn’t been very real ever since she had moved to Solom. Thank God for dope.
 



 
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
 
“Honey, what are you doing?”
At the sound of Gordon’s voice, Katy turned away from the squash casserole she was making. Her hands stank of onions. Little jars and bags of spices were strewn across the counter: basil, pepper, dill weed, cumin. Eggshells lay in the bottom of the sink, slick and jagged. The clock on the wall read ten after six.
“I’m making dinner,” she said.
“I hate casseroles.” Gordon took off his tweed jacket and folded it over his arm.
“I found the recipe in the cabinet. I thought ...” Katy brushed a strand of hair from her forehead. Her face was flushed. 
“Where did you get that dress?”
She looked down and found herself in a dress she’d never seen before. It had an autumnal print and was a little more frilly and feminine than the austere styles Katy preferred. The dress was a little dusty but it fit her body as if it had been tailored. Why was she wearing it to cook?
“It was in the closet, I think. Must have been something I packed years ago and came across while I was cleaning.”
“It looks nice. Like something Rebecca would wear.” Gordon went to the refrigerator and took out a bottle of Merlot. He didn’t stop to kiss her as he passed. He poured himself a glass of wine and sat at the butcher block table that stood in one corner and served as a stand for several houseplants. “You smell nice.”
“About this morning,” Katy said. She focused on slicing a red onion. Any excuse for tears was welcome.
“Let’s not talk about it.”
“We have to, honey. We’re married.”
“I lost control. It won’t happen again.”
Katy slammed down the knife. “I want it to happen again. But I don’t want it to be cold and strange.”
If only Gordon would stand up and come to her, take her in his arms, nuzzle her neck and make stupid promises, she would have accepted his earlier behavior. She even would have defended it. After all, Katy had her own problems. She wasn’t exactly coming into the marriage as a virgin.
“Where’s Jett?” Gordon asked.
“Jett?” Katy looked down at the raw food and spices. Jett was probably in her room studying. She had walked through the front door hours ago. Katy should have checked on her, or at least called up the stairs to make sure her daughter knew she was around. That was Katy’s part of the deal. She would be an involved parent while trusting Jett to stay away from drugs and giving her daughter some breathing room.
“She’s in her room,” Katy said.
“I have a job for her.”
“About the eggs,” Katy said.
“Forget it. I’ll have Odus handle the farm chores from now on. It wasn’t fair for me to expect you to take on extra work. You have enough to do here in the house.”
In this house that seemed more like a prison. Katy had to think back to remember the last time she’d left the house. Grocery shopping, three days ago. Most of her time in the house was spent in the kitchen, and she’d never liked cooking before. Now she was making casseroles.
“How was your day at the college?” It was the kind of thing a normal wife would ask, and she wanted very much to be a normal wife.
“Long,” he said, then finished his glass of wine. “Try telling that idiot Graybeal that Methodists weren’t the only denomination to use circuit-riding preachers.”
“Graybeal? He’s the dean, isn’t he?”
“Yes, but you would think he’s lord of the fiefdom to see him swagger around, whipping out his shriveled intellectual dingus.”
“He’s probably just jealous because of your book.”
“No, he thinks foot-washing belongs to the realm of human sacrifice and snake handling. Anything that’s not Buddhist or Taoist is all lumped together under ‘God worship.’”
Katy stared down at the yellow gruel of the casserole. Should she add an extra quarter of a stick of butter? “I thought ‘God worship’ was the point.”
“Graybeal thinks Christianity is a cult. A popular one, to be sure, but a cult nonetheless.” He was falling into lecture mode. His voice rose slightly in pitch, the words carefully enunciated.
Katy was pleased that he was spending time with her instead of hiding away in the study, but she wanted to move the subject to something a little closer to home. “What job did you have for Jett?”
“I want her to feed the goats.”
“I thought Odus was going to do the farm chores.”
“I mean tonight. Odus doesn’t have a phone. I’ll probably have to drive over to his place tomorrow, or catch up with him at the general store.”
Katy wiped her hands on the dish towel that hung from the oven handle. “I’ll go get her.”
“No, you’re busy.” His upper lip curled a little, as if he had smelled an unpleasant odor.
“I thought you’d like this,” Katy said. “It’s your family recipe.”
“I hate onions,” he said. “They give me indigestion.”
Such was marriage. You didn’t learn the important things until after the knot was already tied. If you tried to be respectful and cautious, you didn’t jump into the sack with the guy you were going to marry until the vows were made. At least not the second time around. You figured there would be kinks and quirks to sort out, but older people were wiser and more experienced. Or maybe just slower to admit mistakes.
Gordon rinsed his wine glass and left the room. “I’ll talk to her.”
“Be polite,” Katy said. “She’s trying, you know.”
Gordon didn’t answer. Katy opened the refrigerator and took out a pint of heavy cream. She had never bought cream in her life, although she had picked some up at the grocery store Tuesday. It was almost as if she knew she would need it for the recipe she’d found this afternoon.
 



 
CHAPTER NINETEEN
 
 
Jett dropped her book bag on the floor and dove onto her bed. Her heart was racing, as it always did when she was stoned. Pot was a stimulant, and the textbooks classified it somewhere between a narcotic and a hallucinogenic. It didn’t make you hallucinate like acid did, but she’d never known acid to trick you into thinking you’d had a battle of wits with a goat. She swore to herself she would never get stoned again.
Like father, like daughter.
She was just kicking off her shoes when she heard the pounding on her door. “Jessica?”
Great. Gordon. Just the thing to kill a good buzz. “Yeah?” 
The door handle turned. Gordon must have decided to treat her with some respect, though, because he let go of the handle and said, “Can I come in?”
“Just a sec. Let me get dressed.” She got up, threw a book and some paper on her desk, and slouched into her chair. She hooked headphones around her neck and punched up some Nine Inch Nails, just to piss off Gordon, although she preferred Robyn Hitchcock when she was stoned. No time for the Visine in her desk drawer. She’d just have to bluff her way through.
“Come on in, it’s unlocked,” she said, deciding not to call him on his turning of the knob before she’d invited him in.
Gordon walked in like he was a professor and Jett’s bedroom was the classroom. Lecture time. “Why aren’t you helping your mom with supper?”
“I have homework.” She nodded at the book on her desk.
“Oh.” He looked around, as if he’d never seen the room before. His eyes stopped on the movie poster of a gaunt and pale Johnny Depp from “Edward Scissorhands,” and he frowned. “We haven’t had time to get to know each other, Jett. It’s important for me that we get along. Important for both of us, I think. It will make things easier on your mother.”
“Mom’s been kind of weird lately.”
“She’s trying hard to make this work. Wasn’t it fun when we were taking those photos the other day? That’s what families do.” Gordon acted like he wanted to sit down, but her bed was the only suitable surface in the room besides the floor, and Jett couldn’t picture him sitting on either of those surfaces. He fingered the knot of his tie. “I think we ought to have a father-to-daughter talk.”
She opened her mouth but he held up his hand to cut her off. “I meant that as a figure of speech. I don’t want to replace your real father. But we do live under the same roof and we need to lay out some ground rules.”
“Besides the ‘no drugs’ thing.”
“That’s for everybody’s peace of mind, especially yours. We have high aspirations for you, Jessica. I never thought I’d have somebody to carry on the Smith tradition.”
“But I’m not a Smith.” She wondered if Gordon was stoned on something himself, because he was making less sense than Jett was. From the way he hovered over her, she could see straight up his nose to the black, wiry hairs inside. A little fleck of dried booger clung to one of them. She tried not to giggle.
“We’re still a family. I know things have been a little rough on you, having to make new friends and acclimate yourself to this old farmhouse. It’s a major transition from Charlotte to Solom.”
“Yeah, they don’t have no goats grazing along Independence Boulevard.”
Gordon’s lips quavered as if he were trying to smile and failing. “That’s ‘any’ goats.”
“Any goats. Like, what’s their deal?”
“Deal?”
“Your goats act like they own the place. I know they’re supposed to be stubborn, but they’re kind of creepy.”
“They’re more pets than anything. They won’t hurt you.”
Maybe they won’t hurt YOU. But you’re part of this place. They probably think I’m some kind of alien freak, come in from the outside world to threaten their way of life.
As soon as the thought arose, Jett dismissed it as silly. The goats were weird, that was for sure, but they were just shaggy, cloven-hoofed, goofy-eyed animals when you got right down to it. Nothing to be afraid of. Even if they ate your dope and looked at you like you were a germ under a microscope.
“Your eyes are bloodshot,” Gordon said, sniffing the air. The little booger quivered as if preparing to drop free, and she watched it with fascination.
“Yeah. I’m not sleeping very well.”
“I thought you’d be settled in by now.”
“Bad dreams. There’s this man in a black hat who—”
Gordon took an abrupt step backward and accidentally kicked her backpack with his heel. The zippered section was open, revealing the dull glint of her pot baggie. She expected Gordon to give it a once-over, but he regained his balance and said in a near whisper, “A man in a black hat?”
“Yeah, and an old-timey suit that’s all black and worn out, like it had been picked over. I can’t really see his face, it’s like the brim of the hat throws a shadow over it.” Jett didn’t mention that she’d seen him in the boiler room at school. If the man was real, then Gordon might know something about him. But if Jett’s acid trip had eaten a permanent hole in her brain, she didn’t want to arouse any suspicions or she might end up in lockdown at a psychiatric ward. Not that a vacation would be all bad, but Mom was already a basket case and that might send her over the edge. And good old Dad would probably drop his job and his new girlfriend and make a beeline to Solom to straighten things out, screwing everything up in his usual bumbling way.
“I won’t lecture you on the chemical changes caused by substance abuse,” Gordon said. “Drugs can do permanent damage. Hallucinations, confusion, memory loss.”
Jett nodded absently, focusing on the brittle grind of Trent Reznor’s voice leaking from the headphones. And don’t forget that good old side effect of FUN. So quit lecturing already and go wipe your damned nose.
“Okay, Gordon. I promised you and Mom I’d stay clean. No sweat.”
Gordon reached out and put a hand on her shoulder, as if he’d been studying parental techniques in a textbook. “Hang in there, Jessica. We’ll make this family work.”
“I know. But I’d better get back to this homework.”
“The satisfaction of academic achievement is the best drug of all.”
Whatever.
He paused at the door. “You’re going to love Solom.”
After he left the room, Jett locked the door and popped the Nine Inch Nails out of the Walkman. Hitchcock’s “Element of Light” was the ticket now. She retrieved the baggie from her backpack, sprinkled a pinch of grass in her aluminum-foil pipe, and carried it with the lighter to her window. She eased the window up and the evening chill sliced its way into the room. If she took small puffs and exhaled through the gap, then even Gordon’s big hairy nose couldn’t detect the scent.
Beyond the glass, the world was dark and still. Even the insects were tucked away, as if hungry predators roamed the night. The stars were scattered like grains of salt on a blue blanket, the quarter moon sharp as a scythe. The mountains made sweeping black waves along the horizon. She had to give it to Solom on that count: it had Charlotte beat all to hell on scenery.
She was about to thumb her lighter when she saw movement out in the corn field. The tops of the dead stalks stirred. She expected a wayward goat to walk out from the rows. The animals were renowned for breaking through their fences. The buttheads never seemed to get enough to eat. They probably chewed in their sleep.
But it wasn’t a goat. It was a man. In the scant moonlight, she could just make out the brim of his hat. The brim lifted in her direction, as if the man were staring up at the window.
She looked down at the dried leaves in the curled bowl of the pipe. “Hallucination, my ass,” she said.
Jett sparked the lighter and held the flame just over the dope. She planned on losing her mind, at least for a little while. Because if her mind was gone, then she wouldn’t have to remember. And if she didn’t remember, then the Scarecrow Man didn’t exist.
Drug problem.
Oxymoron.
Drug problem equals no problem.
She closed her eyes. In the sixth grade, the class had been herded into the mandatory “Healthful Living” class, largely drilling abstinence into their heads while pointing out the dangers of touching each other’s clinical bits. But a couple of sessions had been spent on the dangers of drugs, including a “Scared Straight” video in which prisoners and homeless people—or at least earnest and convincing actors playing those roles—talked about the horrors they had endured through addiction. Jett didn’t need secondhand testimony. She’d had a daily exhibition, as her dad went down the toilet, bottomed out, and got busted. Mom had walked the gangplank a hundred times before finally jumping ship.
Will catching a buzz really make things better?
She peeked out the window, and the Scarecrow Man was still there, watching. She swallowed and put away the pipe.
Scared straight? Scared shitless is more like it.
Jett checked the window latch, dropped the shade, and climbed into bed. She kept the light on, which didn’t help her sleep. Neither did the blanket pulled over her head.
 



 
CHAPTER TWENTY
 
 
“Do you want to talk about it?” Katy asked Gordon.
“What?”
“The thing you don’t want to talk about.”
Katy turned her back to him and shimmied out of the dress with the autumnal print. She hung it in the closet, though she’d spilled some butter sauce on it during dinner. She felt oddly exposed in front of her husband, although she was in her bra and panties and he’d certainly viewed the marital merchandise on at least one occasion.
Gordon was in his pajamas, in bed, pretending to read a Dostoevsky novel. He had changed in the bathroom, locking the door so she couldn’t enter while he was taking a shower and brushing his teeth.
“You mean Jessica?”
That wasn’t what she meant, and she approached the dresser for the sole purpose of glancing in the mirror to see if he were looking at her body. His gaze never left the book. “What about her?” she asked.
“I know a counselor. He teaches part-time at Westridge, and I’m sure he’ll give me a discount if insurance doesn’t cover it.”
She removed her earrings, a set of sterling silver crescent moons, and put them in the cedar jewelry box on the dresser. Only after she closed the lid did she realize she’d never seen either the earrings or the box before. “What?” she said, too loudly for bedtime.
“For her problems. The drugs, the wild stories, the way she dresses to intentionally offend. She’s making a classic ploy for attention.”
Like mother, like daughter.
Katy removed her bra and let it slip to the floor, still looking into the mirror. Her freckled breasts were high and firm, even though she had breast-fed Jett. Katy picked up the silver-handled brush on the dresser and began running it through her red hair, flipping her head so the sheen would reflect in the bedside lamplight. Gordon was engrossed in the Dostoevsky.
“Do you think I’m prettier than Rebecca?” she asked.
Gordon closed the novel with a slap of pulp. “That’s a hell of a thing to ask a man. It’s like asking if I think you’re fat.”
“I’ve seen her picture. She’s not like me at all. Brown hair, dark eyes, fuller lips. They say some men have a ‘type’ and go for it time after time, even when it’s bad for them.”
“We were talking about Jessica.”
She turned to face him, her nipples hard in the cool September air. “You keep changing the subject.”
“The subject is us. All of us.” His eyes stayed fixed on hers, resisting any temptation he might have had to let his gaze crawl over her figure. Perhaps he had no desire and nothing to hide. Maybe this morning’s sex had been his version of a personality warp. Jett might not be the only one in the house who had hallucinations. But Katy was dressing in clothes she didn’t recognize, so she wasn’t in much position to judge.
Were they all going insane? What if Jett was spiking their food, slipping LSD or some other brain-scrambling substance into the recipes she’d found scattered about the kitchen? No. Jett was off drugs. She had promised.
“We’re trying, Gordon,” she said. “You knew we came with strings attached.”
“You look cold. Why don’t you put on a robe?”
“I’m fine.”
“I’m worried about you.”
“Maybe you should save your worry for what’s happening between us. We screwed each other’s brains out this morning, and it was the first time you ever touched me in any way that mattered. I thought I’d finally broken through. Now you act like nothing happened.”
Gordon never looked embarrassed, but his cheeks turned a shade rosier. “It’s complicated.”
“Not really. Either I’m prettier than Rebecca or I’m not. Either you want to screw me or you don’t. Either we’re married or just people who sleep in the same bed. Sounds pretty damned simple to me.”
“You’re not from Solom.”
“I am now. I moved here, remember. I said ‘I do’ and I gave up my stable if unspectacular career in Charlotte and yanked my daughter’s roots out of the Piedmont dirt and dragged both of us up here because I thought we had a future with you. Only it turns out I’m second on your ‘honey-do’ list behind your dead wife.”
Gordon exploded out of the blankets, rising from the bed with an angry squeak of springs. His pajamas were askew, one tail of his shirt dangling across his groin. “Leave Rebecca out of this.”
“How can I? I thought you wanted me to be her.”
“You’ll never be Rebecca.”
Katy stormed out of the room, tears blurring her vision. She slammed the bedroom door as punctuation to her unspoken comeback. Her curled right fist ached, and she looked down to see the silver-handled hair brush with the initials “R.L.S.”
Rebecca Leigh Smith.
Katy flung the hair brush down the hall and ran to the top of the stairs. The air coming up from the landing was cool and drafty, moving around her flesh like soft hands. The smell of lilacs wrapped her, carrying a faintly sweet undercurrent of corruption. She leaned against the top post, the landing spread below her like still and dark water.
Maybe if she died, Gordon would love her as well.
“Do you love him?”
The words crawled from the hidden corners of the kitchen, out from the cluttered pantry shelves, beneath the plush leather couch, off the mantel with its dusty pictures and Gordon’s collection of religious relics, up from the dank swell of the crawl space. Katy thought she had imagined the words, that the voice was the whisk of a late autumn wind, or the settling of a centuries-old farmhouse. Better that than to accept she was losing her mind. Because, however briefly and innocently, she had just contemplated suicide.
The realization brought fresh tears, and behind it, a surge of anger. She had always thought herself strong. After her divorce, she had maintained a household, provided for her daughter, and resisted any temptation to reconcile with Mark, who would occasionally make overtures that seemed more like the pat chatter of a horny male than the sincere revelations of a man suffering regrets. She had moved on, moved up, and although this new marriage hadn’t been the stuff of dreams, she was determined—
“DO YOU LOVE HIM?”
This time the breeze was staccato, deep, the sounds rounded off into syllables. The voice was female, as frigid and calm and dead as the lost echo from a forgotten grave.
“Who’s there?” Katy said, not really thinking anyone was there. The house was locked. Only crazy people heard voices when no one was there. And she wasn’t crazy.
“Mom?”
The voice was behind her now. Younger, higher ...
“Jett?” She turned. Her daughter stood in the shadows of the hall, her silhouette visible against the slice of light leaking from her room. Katy was aware of her exposed body and wrapped her arms around her chest.
“Are you okay, Mom?”
“Sure, honey. I was just checking on something in the kitchen.”
“I thought I heard you talking to somebody.”
Had Katy spoken aloud? She couldn’t be sure. A horrified part of herself wondered if she had actually answered the Voice’s bare and bald question. But the Voice wasn’t real and the house was quiet and it was always easy to lie to yourself when you didn’t like the truth. What she couldn’t avoid was her daughter’s stare. Katy had never been a prude about nakedness, but there was an unwritten rule that you didn’t go kooky around your kids once they passed the toddler stage.
“It’s okay, sweetie,” Katy said. “Go on back to bed. You have school tomorrow.”
“It’s not even ten yet, Mom. That’s pretty lame even for Solom.”
“Well, go read or study or something. Listen to some music.”
“Are you sure you’re okay?”
“I’m fine.”
Jett stepped back into the light of her doorway. Her dyed-black hair was tied back in a ponytail, her face bare of make-up, braces glinting silver. A sweet, round-eyed child. Not a drugged-out potential menace to society, as Gordon saw her, and not a disruption to learning, as her teachers claimed. Just a sweet little girl. Her baby.
“Whatever,” Jett said. “It’s not like we get through problems together or anything. That’s just a line we use for the counselors, right?”
Jett was about to close the door, but then stuck her head back out and said, “By the way, what’s that smell? Like somebody farted flowers or something.”
The door closed with a click and the hallway went black and Katy slid down the newel post and sat on the top stair until her tears had dried. 
 



 
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
 
 
Students weren’t supposed to use their cell phones during the school day, but it was another of those dumb rules that Jett figured were all about control instead of practicality.
During lunch, she slipped outside to the boiler room, not daring to go inside it, but instead hiding behind the big fuel tank. Here in town she got a great signal, full bars. But she’d have to hurry. Plenty of kids were eager to take her down and rat her out.
As she dialed, she wondered if Dad was at home. “Call any time,” he’d said. Actually, he probably didn’t mean any time, since he’d started dating the blonde librarian. Mandy, Mindy, Bambi, something like that. Lots of checking out going on, probably.
Noise leaked from the lunch room windows, typical teen jokes, flirting, the rattle of silverware on hard vinyl trays. She pressed her ear to the phone and he picked up on the second ring. So he probably wasn’t with the Stacked Librarian or at work. 
“What’s up, pumpkin?” Mark said. At least his words weren’t slurred. “Aren’t you in school?”
“Yeah. It’s lunch time. I have five minutes before the bell rings.”
“How’s it going? Did you get my letter?”
“Yeah. Thanks for the money. It really saved my sanity.”
“I’ll send some more soon.”
“No, I’m fine. Really.”
“Are you liking Solom any better now that you’ve had some time to get settled?”
“It’s all right. A little slow, but you get used to it.”
“Made any friends?”
She thought of her drug connection, the goats, the Scarecrow Man, the kids on the bus, and creepy old Betsy Ward. “Yeah. I’m fitting right in.”
Her dad’s tone turned serious. “And your mom? Is she okay?”
“Actually, that’s what I called about.”
“Talk to me, sweetheart.”
“I’m afraid she’s starting to lose it.” God, I can’t believe I’m telling Dad all of this. But he’s an expert on losing it.
“Lose it?”
“Yeah. She’s, like, not Mom. Like some alien came down and took over her brain. She’s changed so much in the last few weeks. Sometimes I can’t believe it’s the same person who once told me that life sends messages in invisible balloons.”
“She’s going through an adjustment period. She’ll be fine once—”
“Don’t give me that counselor babble horseshit, Dad.”
“Jett.”
“Sorry. It just blurted out.”
“I can tell you’re upset. Calm down and tell me what she’s up to.”
“She stares off into space. I’ll walk into a room and it’s like she’s forgotten what she was doing, or like she’d been in the middle of a daydream and I woke her up. She’s totally changed her wardrobe and—this might be weirdest of all—she’s started cooking. And I don’t mean beanie weenies and frozen waffles. I’m talking honest-to-God recipes.”
“Well, if you’ll forgive the counselor babble, I’d guess she’s trying hard to make things work with her new husband.”
“You sound sad about it, Dad.”
“We had our chance and blew it. Things just didn’t work out. But—”
“I know, I know, it’s not my fault and it had nothing to do with me.”
“I know it’s tough on you, honey. Getting along with Gordon okay?”
She didn’t know whether to lie or not. Dad shouldn’t have asked, or maybe it was his way of showing he cared about her. It was an uncomfortable subject. Gordon had wanted her to take the Smith name, but she’d balked. Mom had sided with her, of course, but not too vocally. “He’s been a hard case but Mom says he just wants what’s best for me. But I don’t think him and Mom are getting along too well.”
“I’m sorry to hear that.”
She could tell he wasn’t. She didn’t understand much about boy-girl stuff, except she was smart enough to know that when you fell in love, you thought it was forever. She’d certainly never be so stupid. “He’s not mean or anything, just cold. Not to get too mushy and gross, but he never kisses her.”
“They’ll work it out. The change has been hard on all of us. I’m more worried about you. I hate to ask, but how are things going with the drugs?”
“Fine.” She realized she’d snapped at him, and that was the worst possible thing to do, because it would make him suspicious. “They haven’t even invented drugs up here yet. It’s like the 1800s. Plowing with mules, no electricity, a church down every dirt road. Nothing but clean air and sunshine. And goats. Miles and miles of goats.”
“Good for you, pumpkin. I don’t mean to pry, but I’m your dad. It’s still my job, even if we’re a hundred miles apart.”
I could ask you the same question. But you’re an even better liar than I am. Like father, like daughter.
The bell rang, its brittle metallic echo bouncing off the concrete block walls. The traffic in the hall picked up, a few of the guys giving her the eye, no doubt because of her black lipstick. “Got to go to math,” she said. “I’ll email you some pictures. Show you what we’re up to here in the sticks.”
“Love you. Keep in touch, and tell your mom I said hello.”
For a moment, Jett almost told about the Scarecrow Man, but Dad would either think she was cracking up or in serious need of some counselor babble horseshit. Ditto with the menacing goats. Just thinking of them made her a little light-headed, as if such things were never real unless you spoke of them. Better to just ignore them, pen them up behind the gates of Stoner City. “I love you, too, Dad. Bye.”
She wiped her eyes, careful not to smudge the liner, and waded into the hallway crowd.
 



 
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
 
 
Katy’s back ached. She’d ended up sleeping on the couch, unable to face Gordon, much less lie in the same bed. She’d cooked oatmeal for Jett, then walked to the end of the road and waited for the bus with her. Gordon must have arrived late and headed out early. He hadn’t even made his usual pot of coffee.
After Jett rode away on the bus, sitting at a rear window and refusing to wave, Katy went back up the gravel drive. As she passed the neighbor’s house, she hurried, afraid that Betsy Ward would come out on the porch and try to engage her in conversation. She’d always picked up on a distinct coldness emanating from the woman, as if Katy’s big-city accent were somehow alien and even infectious.
Plus the Smiths appeared to have a bit of a bad reputation, and Gordon’s distant and antisocial manner certainly didn’t help. Gordon had warned her that Solom was a little clannish, at least among the families that had owned land here for generations. He assured her attitudes were changing as more outsiders moved in, but she sensed that resentment rather than acceptance was the more common response.
No one seemed home at the Wards’, so she continued up the long gravel road to the Smith house. As she mounted the steps, she realized with alarm that she still thought of it as the “Smith house,” even though by legal rights it was half hers. She put away the blankets from the couch, cleaned the bedroom, and then found herself in the kitchen.
It was only ten o’clock, too early for lunch. With no one else to cook for, she often resorted to an alfalfa-sprout-and-cheese sandwich or a can of vegetable soup. She was digging for a can opener in one of the drawers when she found a handwritten recipe on a dog-eared index card. She recognized the writing; it was done in the same elegant penmanship of the other recipes she’d found tucked in books, on the pantry shelves, or amid stacks of dishes. Rebecca’s recipe for sweet potato pie.
It sounded like a nice treat to draw the family together over the dinner table. She checked off the items she would need. She had cinnamon, nutmeg, brown sugar, and even whipped cream, but she had no evaporated milk. She could call Gordon at his office and ask him to stop by the grocery store, but she wasn’t in the mood to ask a favor, even if the favor was for his benefit too. She would pick it up herself at the general store. That meant she had a four-mile round trip.
Might be a nice day to walk, because the weather was clear and fortyish, with the barest whisper of wind. Besides, the house had started to become oppressive. She thought she’d get used to being a housewife again, the way she had the first two years of Jett’s life. But back then, she’d been busy with an infant. With the house to herself all day, she’d become increasingly bored, despite her newly discovered culinary adventures.
She changed into stone-washed jeans, blouse, jacket, and tennis shoes. At the last minute, she decided on a scarf in case the weather changed suddenly, and rummaged around upstairs until she found a green silk scarf that happened to match her eyes. She couldn’t remember buying it; perhaps someone had given it to her as a gift and it had been packed away and forgotten. Outside, she made a cursory check of the hen’s nests, spying several eggs she would collect for the pie when she got back, assuming she were brave enough. The goats weren’t around the barn. They must have been up in the forest, working the underbrush.
She passed the Wards’ house again, and this time Arvel’s pick-up truck was in the driveway. The man himself was checking the fluids in his tractor, which was parked by the barn up behind the house. She waved in what she considered a neighborly fashion. Arvel flipped a grease rag at her, and then motioned for her to come to him.
He met her in the driveway. “How ya doing, Mrs. Smith?”
“It’s Logan. Katy Logan.”
“Oh yeah, that’s right. They do that in the big city. Don’t take a husband’s name.” He gave her a one-eyed squint. “Things going good?”
“Fine. A lovely day.”
“Sure enough. Taking a walk, are you?”
“Yes. I’m going to the general store.”
Arvel rubbed his hands on the grease rag. “Shame Gordon won’t keep your gas tank full. Him being a professor and all, he’s bound to have the money.”
“We decided we’d save up for a while and wait for things to settle down a little. But I like the exercise.” She didn’t want to tell her neighbor that Gordon was turning out to be a control freak. She’d always kept her personal life to herself, which might have contributed to the failure of her first marriage. Katy recognized the irony of requiring Jett to undergo drug counseling while she and Mark had never sought marriage counseling. “How’s Mrs. Ward?”
“She’s in the hospital.”
From his tone, he could have been talking about a leaky radiator. “What’s wrong?” Katy asked, hoping she didn’t sound snoopy.
“Slipped in the kitchen yesterday and busted her skull. Had a few stitches and a concussion, but the doc said she ought to be home in a few days.” He gave an uneven grin. “I always said she was a hard-headed woman.”
“I didn’t hear any sirens.”
“You’re a good piece up the road, and there’s a stand of pines between our houses. Most neighbors in these parts are kind of on their own.”
“I’ll have some flowers sent to her room.”
“She’d like that. Except no Queen Anne’s lace. Betsy’s allergic to that.”
“Is there anything I can do to help?”
“Nothing can mend her but time. And I’ll get along fine myself. I learned to cook on camping trips, and the laundry will keep until she’s back on her feet.”
“Okay. But come knocking if you need anything.”
“I’ll do that. Say, I’m driving the tractor up the river road. I have a job tilling up an old burley tobacco field. Want to catch a ride?”
She smiled despite herself. “It might be faster to walk.”
“No, really, just climb up here and straddle the P.T.O. box. If you’re going to be a mountain woman, you might as well learn the basics. Plus the goats are riled.”
“Riled?”
Arvel hesitated and looked out across the pastures that ran alongside the gravel road. “Uppity. They usually rut in the spring, but for some reason they’re tangling here on the front door to winter. They get mighty strange when they’re in the fever.”
Katy started to chuckle, but something about the man’s expression stopped her. She remembered her own encounter with Gordon’s goat. “Mighty strange” seemed like a good catch-all phrase for the odd occurrences that had plagued her over the past few weeks. “Maybe a ride wouldn’t be so bad after all,” she said. “Thanks.”
As she settled onto the tractor, careful not to get oil or dirt on her clothes, Arvel said, “Has Gordon put up his scarecrow yet?”
“I believe so.”
“It’s due. If the scarecrows ain’t put up for the winter, the Horseback Preacher might just come around and check up on them.”
“Oh, Gordon’s ancestor, the old Circuit Rider who comes around ‘reaping his unholy harvest’? I don’t believe in fairy tales and legends. Mr. Ward.”
“If I was you, I’d start believing.”
He said something else, but Katy couldn’t hear him over the roar of the engine. Katy hung on for dear life as the tractor lurched into motion with a clank of gears. Solom seemed determined to kill her one way or another.
 



 
CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
 
 
Jett managed to stay straight most of the day. She didn’t like stoning at school, especially alone. She wasn’t close to any of the other kids, and getting totally roped wasn’t as much fun with nobody else in class giggling along. But home had gotten so weird, she couldn’t imagine trying to get through the evenings without sneaking a puff or two.
Gordon must have had an argument with Mom, because she had slept on the couch. When Mom and Dad were together, Dad was always the one who got thrown out of the bedroom and, after he got busted, out of the house. That must mean Gordon had some sort of power over Mom.
When Jett got off the bus and walked the quarter mile up the gravel road, neither Mom nor Gordon were home. That was strange, because Mom had been practically glued to the kitchen for the past couple of weeks and her car was in the drive. But having the house to herself meant she could light up without worrying about getting caught. She went to her room, put her books away, and took a couple of tokes.
Then she put on some tunes—The Smiths, of all things, “The Queen Is Dead” from her mother’s ‘80s collection—and laid back on her bed, grooving to harmonious and jangling guitar pop. At school, she was all about hard-core Goth glam, but secretly she’d decided songs that basically said “Let’s do it and die” could only get you so far. In fact, the whole Goth thing was getting a little old, and she would probably have outgrown it already if they were still in Charlotte. Here in Solom, though, the look was still an aberration that drew sidelong glances condemning her to an eternity in hell. Plus, it really rammed sand up Gordon’s ass, and that was worth a little extra time applying black eyeliner.
She reached over to turn the CD player up a notch when she saw the Scarecrow Man through her window, standing by the barn. He motioned to her, his gloved fingers stiff. The hat shaded his face, but a bulge of burlap showed over the collar of his plaid shirt.
Jett thought the best plan of action was to get in bed and hide her head under the pillows. If Gordon were here, she could point out the scarecrow and say, “See, I told you I wasn’t losing it.” Except part of her was afraid that Gordon, like the kids in her class, wouldn’t be able to see him. That would serve as proof to Gordon that Jett needed a good, long stretch in the nutter wing of Faith Hospital in Boone. Lockdown wouldn’t keep away the Scarecrow Man, though; hallucinations had a way of ignoring bars, doors, and windows.
Jett was about to turn away when the scarecrow tilted his head to look up at the window. Even though the eyeholes burned in the sackcloth were black, she felt a piercing gaze fix on her. The fingers moved again, beckoning. Jett shook her head, involuntarily mouthing “No.”
The Scarecrow Man began walking toward the house, moving with brittle steps. The grass wilted where his shadow fell. When he reached the fence, he didn’t climb over or slow down. Instead, he seemed to pass through the wire, although at no time did he appear transparent.
She grabbed her phone, pointed it at the figure, and snapped a picture. There. Proof that I’m not losing my mind.
But when she checked the photo, there was the barn, there was the garden, and there were the goats in the background. But no scarecrow. Not even a strand of straw.
Jett turned over her racing thoughts, trying to uncover something important. She hadn’t locked the front door. But who was she kidding? If it passed through wire, and wasn’t solid enough to show up in pixels, a door would be no problem. She could dial 9-1-1, but then what would she say? A burlap-faced dude in hillbilly clothes was breaking into the house? And, oh, by the way, it probably doesn’t exist?
She could hide. But where? The house was old and rambling, but it didn’t have any hidden passageways or book cases disguising secret rooms. She could hide in the linen closet, but that would be the first place he would look.
The attic. When they’d moved in, Gordon had asked her to put some of her summer clothes away. She and Mom had sorted them, stuck a few stinky mothballs in the boxes, and tucked them into the dusty space above the linen closet. Jett hadn’t gone into the attic, just set the boxes around the edges of the access hole. But she’d gotten the vague impression of a large, cluttered space, with old furniture and stacks of boxes. If the man went up there and found her, she’d be trapped, but she was trapped now, unless she made a run for the back door. The man moved like an arthritic puppet, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t make his boots drum if necessary.
She hurried down the hall to the closet, the energetic pop music providing an incongruous soundtrack. She climbed the shelves and tugged the string that led to the access, and a little folded ladder appeared as the small door swung open.
Jett straightened the ladder and scrambled up, closing the ladder behind her as she went. The access door slammed shut with a creak of springs. The attic was dark, with the only light leaking from ventilation slats at each gabled end of the house.
Jett’s heart thudded in her chest, and the marijuana made her aware of the blood pulsing through her body. She paused and listened, wondering if the man had reached the front door yet, and if he was going to enter. All she could hear was the muffled backbeat of the music. She crept deeper into the attic, ducking under the ceiling joists until she came to a cluster of furniture.
There she found a pine box that was nearly the size of a coffin, but was obviously a shipping crate of some kind. She lifted the lid, then scooted it to the side, taking care not to make scraping sounds. Any noise she made would likely be audible to the man if he was on the second floor.
When the gap in the lid was wide enough, she felt through the opening to see if the box was empty. Her hand brushed against coarse cloth. There appeared to be room inside, so she climbed in and slid the lid back into place, hoping the stirred dust didn’t make her sneeze. In the blackness of the crate, she could hear the rasping of her breath. It sounded as if she had emphysema, but that must have been an acoustic trick of the confined space.
She closed her mouth, forcing stale air through her nose. Still the rasping continued. In her bedroom, the CD ended and the house fell quiet. She wondered if the man’s boots would make footsteps, or if he somehow floated over the floor in the same way he drifted through the fence.
Despite her fear, she was still buzzed, and her brain raced frantically. Pot sometimes gave her anxiety, and this would be a real bad time to get claustrophobic. She was wondering how long she would have to hide before the man would give up. He didn’t look like the giving-up kind.
Something wriggled beside her, in the pile of clothes. Probably just the cloth settling.
It wriggled again.
She held her breath, but the rasping went on. A hand touched her arm, or what felt like a hand, though the surface was abrasive. Like a scratchy piece of wool. Her heart jumped against her rib cage and she kicked off the wooden lid.
Jett scrambled out of the crate as the hand grabbed at her leg. She kicked backwards in the darkness, and the rasping changed pitch into a low chuckle. A chest of drawers with a mirror was beside her, reflecting the scant light. In the mirror, she saw a shape rising out of the crate.
She screamed and ran for the access door, banging her shoulder hard against one of the joists. When she reached the access, she climbed onto it, and the door swung open under her weight, pitching her into the closet. Sparks of pain shot up from her ankle, but she rose to her feet and opened the closet door, fully expecting to come face-to-face with the Scarecrow Man. But he couldn’t be as scary as that chuckling creature in the attic.
The hallway was clear, and Jett made a run for it, hobbling on her gimpy leg.
“Jett?”
Mom was downstairs. Jett ran to the head of the stairs. Mom stood below her, a paper grocery bag in her hand.
“What’s going on?” Mom asked.
“Nothing, I was just ...”
Hiding from a hallucination.
“Your face is pale. Are you running a fever?”
Sure, Mom. Boogieman fever. “No, I’m okay.”
“Did you know you left the front door open?”
I didn’t. HE did. “Sorry.”
“Come on down and help me make dinner. I’ve got a new recipe to try.”
Jett descended the stairs, using the banister to keep the weight off her injured ankle. She checked rooms as she passed, wondering if the Scarecrow Man was going to get two people for the price of one. But he wasn’t in the house. Assuming he’d even existed in the first place.
 



 
CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
 
 
Mark Draper clicked through the slideshow of pictures that Jett had emailed.
He had to admit, the farm was beautiful, with its weathered outbuildings, tidy garden, lush cornfield, and a pasture dotted with livestock giving way to forest as the slopes rose into the sky. The goats were odd creatures, and Jett had taken an assortment of their various poses, most of the time eating but occasionally looking at the camera with sinister suspicion. She’d even taken one of the scarecrow hanging in the barn, dubbing it “Gordon’s family secret.” The thing was creepy, all right, with those two holes burned into the burlap face. It looked like it could just climb down off that nail and walk away.
He tried to picture himself as a country gentleman, returning from the fields after a day driving the tractor around in circles. He even tried out a rural accent. “Well, howdy, June Bug, how’s yer pickled pig’s feet doin’ this year?”
He sounded about as stupid as he felt. In truth, he could no more see himself in a plaid shirt and boots than he could a suit and tie. His uniform of choice was ratty sweatpants and T-shirts that bore the logos of Charlotte’s perennial losers like the Panthers and Hornets. In his line of work—when he had a job, that was—then the holier the better. Of course, as a drug dealer, his uniform had often included sunglasses and baseball caps, stereotypical gear to make the customers comfortable. But those days were done.
They’re done, right?
Mark shook off the selfish introspection and returned to the natural high of sharing his daughter’s life. There was Katy with a basket tucked in the crook of her elbow, wearing an ankle-length dress and looking country fresh, like a model for skin-care products. The sunshine danced off her red hair and her green eyes were bright with the surrounding bounty of nature. He wouldn’t allow himself to wallow in depression. Instead, he forced himself to be happy for her happiness.
But his heart was torn with conflicting emotions when he saw the pictures of Jett. She must have passed her cell phone to Katy because they weren’t selfies. How fast she’s grown. She’s knocking on the door to womanhood.
Here was Jett mugging with one of Gordon’s scraggly goats, standing just beyond the fence while the animal poked its head between the rails. Jett was in her Goth splendor, total black, with nylon hose and a leather bracelet. But her mischievous grin illuminated any darkness she’d tried to project. The girl was still alive and well inside her and would probably always lurk there even into old age.
In the next photo, Jett was standing in the garden, her arms extended and head lolling as if she were dangling like a scarecrow. Mark chuckled at that one. Halloween’s not so far away.
Then he noticed the figure in the background, standing at the edge of the pasture, half hidden in shadows. The figure was dressed in dark clothing, and Mark wouldn’t have noticed it if not for the pale blotch that must have been a face.
Gordon must be rich enough to hire farmhands. Maybe if construction stays slow around here, I’ll hit him up for a job.
That thought made Mark reach for his beer. What a reality show that would make.
Gordon must have taken the photo of Katy and Jett together. Jett was almost as tall as her mother, her body filled out but still sporting a little baby fat. He was struck by how much they resembled one another now that Jett was older. They were acting up, Katy flinging flower petals at Jett, who was grinning and flashing her braces. Katy looked as young as she had when she and Mark had first begun dating, when they were both undergrads at N.C. State.
He looked at his beer. I had it all and I traded it for this.
The phone rang. He didn’t recognize the number, so it was probably from a burner phone. He answered, still looking at his daughter and his ex-wife. “Yo.”
“It’s Johnny Dee. Seeing if you’re down for some.”
“I’m broke.”
“I’ll front ya. I know you’re good for it. I got some sweet stuff.”
He clicked on the next digital image. “Sorry, Johnny. I’m out.”
“You can’t be out, man. Don’t be talking no foolishness.”
“Something’s come up.”
“What’s come up that a little taste can’t fix?”
“Sorry. Can’t help you—”
Mark lowered the phone, staring at the image. It was Jett in medium close-up, smirking at the camera as her green eyes twinkled. Behind her was that figure in dark clothes, and it was closer to her than in the earlier photo. The guy’s face was half hidden by a broad-brimmed black hat, and the visible skin was pocked and pasty.
He could vaguely hear Johnny Divine’s rapid-fire sales pitch and killed the signal. He clicked his keyboard to zoom the image larger and studied the figure in black. He no longer thought it was a farmhand. The man’s suit was of an old-fashioned cut, with wide lapels, and the stained white shirt bore a loose black bow tie with two descending strips of cloth. That was odd enough, but it was the mouth that caused Mark’s ribs to clench around his heart like a fist.
The grub-worm lips parted to reveal a toothless maw that seemed to sing of ancient lamentations. Most horrible was that neither Katy nor Jett seemed aware of the man. The person taking the picture—presumably Gordon—must have seen the sinister figure.
So it’s one of Gordon’s friends or farmhands. No big deal.
But the creepy guy looked way too thin to even lift a turnip. Mark had seen hardcore meth addicts healthier than this cheese-faced dude in the black hat.
Mark clicked over to the next and final image. His eye was drawn immediately to the man in the black hat, who now seemed to be the main subject of the picture. The brim of the hat was fully lifted, and those two piercing eyes were like miniature volcanoes, a hellish red glow boiling out from bottomless black depths. Katy and Jett were still mugging playfully for the camera, their heads touching, but the creepy guy dominated the frame like an eclipse throwing darkness over a bucolic summer day. He couldn’t have been more than twenty feet from them, yet they seemed oblivious. Worst of all, the corners of the man’s maggoty lips turned up in a smile, creasing the waxen skin.
He couldn’t shrug off the sense of impending threat, even though he had little rational reason to feel Jett and Katy were in danger. Gordon was there, after all. And they were now his responsibility, right? Mark had only met him once, the uncomfortable but necessary dog-and-pony show to fool Jett into thinking they were all adults who would handle The Change gracefully.
The beer curdled in his gut and the last of the morning’s high evaporated in a cool rush, like corrupt air rising from an opened crypt. He picked up the phone again and dialed. When the voice on the other end answered, Mark said. “Dick? It’s me, Mark. I had a slip.”
“Okay. Glad you called. You in jail or home?”
“Home.”
“Good.”
Mark had expected his sponsor to chew him a new asshole over the relapse, but Dick sounded almost cheerful. Maybe he was much wiser than Mark and wasn’t surprised that Mark had the willpower of a fat kid in a candy store. Or maybe Dick was delighted that Mark had actually acknowledged a mistake for once. “I screwed up bad. I’ve screwed up bad for a long, long time.”
“Don’t worry about that stuff, Mark. Worry about what you can do right now.”
Mark nodded, looked at the image of the cheese-faced creep, and then said. “Yeah. I’ve got to get my head straight and deal with some shit.”
“You wasted?”
“Not really.”
“Okay, I’ll swing by and pick you up and we’ll go out for coffee.”
“Thank you.”
“Don’t thank me. Thank God. See you in a few.” Click.
Thank God? What do I have to be grateful for?
He looked at the image again.
Jett.
 



 
CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
 
 
Jett wasn’t hungry, despite the lingering effect of the munchies that pot usually caused. Mom had laid out quite a spread, with a casserole, roast beef, butternut squash, and a sweet potato pie for dessert. Mom had never made a pie in Jett’s whole life, if you didn’t count those that came out of a Sara Lee package. Gordon ate with hardly a word, stuffing his face and washing the food down with goblets of red wine.
“How was your day?” Mom finally asked him, like a zombie mom out of some dippy sitcom.
“Departmental meeting,” Gordon said. “The dean’s pressuring us to get more articles published.”
“Isn’t your book good enough to satisfy him?”
Gordon set down his wine glass hard enough to clink. “Nobody cares about Appalachian religion anymore. The old churches are dying out. Foot washings, tent revivals, creek baptisms, it just seems like a bunch of superstitious nonsense to my peers. But why should they think any differently? The faculty is from Boston, Berkeley, Tallahassee, and Detroit. They know more about the thousand Hindu gods than they know about their own back yard.”
“Now, dear, I’m sure your work is appreciated.”
Jett was freaking. Mom had never called her dad “Dear.” Jett had to shove some pie in her mouth to keep from gasping in disbelief. She had to admit, the pie was pretty awesome.
“They don’t understand the importance of the church in Solom’s history.” Gordon pushed away his dinner plate and started on the pie. He raised one eyebrow in pleasure. “I’m impressed.”
“Just an old family recipe,” Mom said.
“I didn’t know we had any old family recipes,” Jett said.
“The Smith family, honey. It’s about time you started taking on a bigger share of the kitchen work. After all, you’ll be a woman soon.”
“More chores,” Gordon said. “That’s what builds character. Hard work will keep you out of trouble. Speaking of which, you’ll need to feed the goats after dinner.”
“In the barn?” Jett looked at mom. Mom wore a faint smile, her lips stiff like those of someone sitting for a painting.
Gordon focused on the last of his pie, shoveling it down in gooey white lumps. He scraped his fork across the plate and licked it clean. “Sure. Just throw down a couple of bales from the loft. The grass isn’t growing as fast with winter coming on.”
“But it’s almost dark.”
“There’s a flashlight in the hall closet.”
“What about the man—”
Gordon looked at her, his eyes like lumps of cold coal behind his lenses. “What man?”
“Never mind.”
“It’s a rite of passage,” Gordon said. “If you’re going to live on the farm, you’re part of the farm. Persephone’s about to go back to Hades and winter’s on its way.”
“Who is Persephone?” Jett didn’t really want to sit through a lecture but figured she might as well stall for time. Anything to put off a trip to the dark barn.
“Persephone was the daughter of Demeter and Zeus in Greek mythology. Hades, the king of the Underworld, fell in love with her and dragged her to his realm. Demeter, who was goddess of the harvest, was angered and hurt. She punished the world through cold winds and freezing weather.”
“Sounds like a bummer for all concerned.”
“Especially the poor humans, who thought they had lost Demeter’s favor. Hades eventually agreed to let Persephone come up to the world for half the year, giving us spring and summer.”
“Why didn’t Persephone just run away?”
“Because she had fallen in love with Hades.”
“Some people just fall in love with the wrong person,” Jett said, giving Mom a bloodshot stare. Mom smiled blankly.
“Okay, chores now,” Gordon said. “Just don’t try to sneak a puff of drugs while you’re out there. I know what that stuff smells like. Those hippies in East Dorm crank it out like a steam train.”
“Mom?” Jett looked to her mom for any sign of concern, but Mom could have just as easily been watching television on the dining room wall. Jett had almost blurted out to Mom about seeing the man in the black hat, or being touched by the creepy thing in the attic, but she hadn’t, and now it would sound like the ultimate case of crying wolf. Or else the ranting of a deranged dope fiend. Besides, she didn’t want Gordon to get one over on her. She’d show the bastard, even if it killed her.
Well, maybe that was a little extreme. Stoner paranoia. She pushed her pie away and limped upstairs. She grabbed her favorite leather jacket, slipped the baggie of pot into one pocket and cell phone in the other, and went back down to grab a flashlight out of the kitchen. At the door, she paused and said, “If I’m not back in fifteen minutes, tell them my merry-go-round broke down,” she said.
Gordon paused with his goblet to his lips. “Some kind of drug slang?”
“A Tommy Keene reference. Get it, Mom?”
Mom gave a Stepford grin. “No, dear. Who is Tommy Keene?”
Freaky. She’s forgetting her favorite music. Who IS she?
Before Jett could dwell on the shadowy man who no doubt awaited her, she burst out the front door, gripping the flashlight as if it were a billy club. “Don’t let Hades come up and grab you,” Gordon called after her, with a little snicker.
She should have told Gordon to go take a flying fuck at his precious goats. Maybe a good, old-fashioned blow-up would shatter the melodramatic comedy that the Smith House had become, maybe even yank Mom out of Stepford mode. If Jett and Gordon got into a knockdown, drag-out battle royale, surely Mom would take her side. Wouldn’t she?
Dusk was settling in the east as she made her way to the barn, the sky gone as purple as a Goth’s eyeliner. Crickets chirruped in the cool night air, but the forests were still. The lights of a few houses cast solid sparks against the darkening slopes, but they seemed miles away. The creek gurgled like a hundred men with cut throats.
I can do this, she thought as she opened the gate. I can feed Shadrach and Nebuchadnezzar and whatever the hell else Gordon named them, then walk back in the house whistling. That way I can score points on Gordon. I won’t let that asshole win.
She shuddered as she walked through the spot where she’d seen the Scarecrow Man earlier, when he’d lifted his hand and waved those gloved, stiff fingers. She thumbed on the light and played the beam in front of her, watching for piles of goat goodies. She reached the barn without incident, and took a last, longing look at the lights of the Smith House before she entered.
Part of her expected to see Mom at the kitchen window, watching after her, but all the curtains were drawn. Figured. Mom was Gordon’s now, for whatever reason. Gordon’s little love slave, a possession in more ways than one. This seemed like something Jett was supposed to do alone. So much for getting through things together.
She had to throw all her weight against the barn door to slide it open, the little wheels creaking in their metal track. Her ankle throbbed like a sore tooth. The inside of the barn was nearly pitch black, the chicken-wired windows leaking the last of the dying daylight. The odor of manure, animal hair, and straw filled her nose and nearly made her sneeze.
The goats must still have been in the fields, because the bottom floor appeared empty. She played the cone of light over the stairs. The scarecrow was in its usual place, hanging from a wire tied to a fat nail. Straw bulged from the seams in the clothes, and the cheesecloth face was expressionless. As the flashlight beam swept slowly over the wall, Jett paused. The wicked-looking scythe was gone.
Something stirred just outside the barn, and Jett told herself the goats had decided it was feeding time. She went up the stairs, carefully adjusting her weight with each step to protect her sprained ankle. The wood groaned and squeaked like a beast with an arthritic spine. The door leading to the loft was shut, with the hasp in place, but the lock hadn’t been snapped. Just like the first time she’d seen the Scarecrow Man.
If she’d even seen anything at all.
To hell with it, just get it over with.
She could hear the goats milling below, calling out in anxious voices with their peculiar bleats. They must have been out in the barnyard the whole time, as if expecting her. It seemed crazy, but it sounded like there were lots more of them. They had somehow multiplied in number in the last couple of days.
What was it the Bible said? Be fruitful and multiply? Did that apply to goats or just to people? I’ll have to ask Gordon. Strike that. I could never ask Gordon anything that would make him even more smug than he already is.
Jett eased into the loft, her footfalls hushed by the scattered hay. The air was as thick as snuff, and golden motes spun lazily in the flashlight’s beam. The bales were on the far end of the loft, and even dry, they weighed about forty pounds each. She couldn’t lift them, especially not while holding the flashlight. She rested the light in the crotch of an angled support beam so that it cast a spotlight on the area in which she would be working.
She grabbed a bale by the twin strands of twine and yanked it toward the hole in the floor of the loft. She should have worn gloves. The twine gave her rope burns and cut into her palms. By the time she’d dragged the first bale over the square hole and shoved it to the nattering creatures below, her palms were wet with blood.
The animals drummed their hooves on the packed earthen floor of the barn, thumping against each other in their lust for hay. She wondered if Fred was down there, the one who had eaten her stash the day before. Maybe the next bale would fall on him and break his freaking neck. She had dragged the next bale halfway to the hole when the flashlight fell to the floor, bounced, and went out.
Damn almighty midget Jesus on a toothpick.
Jett was so pissed off, she forgot to be afraid. For at least three seconds. Then she heard the soft shuffling of rag feet on the floorboards, and a whispering rush that was too small to be the wind, although it was loud enough to carry over the bleating goats. She backed away, toward the opening on the far end through which the bales were loaded into the loft.
She tripped and fell into a suffocating stack of hay, kicking and choking until she scrambled to her feet, awaiting the embrace of flannel arms, the crush of a cheesecloth face against her cheek, the singing of a grinning sickle as it swept in a grim harvest.
She felt nothing, though, only the sickening pull of gravity as she slammed against the loading bay door. It gave way before her, spitting her out into the moist darkness with its faint dusting of stars. She fell, spinning as awkwardly as a merry-go-round broke down, and, even if she had thought to scream, she wouldn’t have had time.
Nothing like DYING to kill a good buzz, she thought, then had no thoughts at all.
 



 
CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
 
 
Katy was elbow-deep in dirty dishes when the back door swung open, letting in the night.
Gordon must have forgotten to lock it, and the wind was picking up, skating leaves against the side of the house, sending cold air against her bare legs. She realized with a start that she wasn’t wearing panties, and she must have changed into the autumnal print dress sometime after dinner. She put a soapy hand to her forehead. What was happening to her memory?
The wind skirled the pantry curtains. The pantry. What about it? Something had happened in there. Not just broken pickle jars and hidden recipes, but a secret as old as the Smiths.
Yeah, sure, sounds pretty melodramatic.
But she was attuned to melodrama. After all, she’d married a man on what amounted to a whim, she’d tossed away her past and her career and settled for a housewife role in a mountain community where the women were valued as good cooks and compliant bed partners. Not that the bed part had been much of a challenge, with Gordon content to fall asleep reading research books while she waited for him to doze. Something was wrong, a deep part of herself knew, but she was caught up in the small rhythms of daily life and had surrendered herself to them. Surrender was good, surrender was easy. A man to provide, leaving her free to focus on raising a family ...
Jett.
She flung the suds from her fingers and went to the back door. Jett should be upstairs studying. Had Gordon sent her out to do chores? Surely not on a night like this, not when Jett was acting so strangely.
She stepped out on the back porch and looked around the farm. The barn made black angles against the purple sunset. A white shape moved beyond the fence, then another. Goats. Gordon’s damned goats. She shuddered and stepped inside, drawing the door tight and fastening the deadbolt.
“Katy.”
She spun, looking toward the foyer, which was the only other entrance to the kitchen. “Gordon?”
But it couldn’t have been Gordon. This was a female. And the voice was near.
Coming from the pantry.
Katy yanked the curtains, nearly pulling down the bar that held the checkered fabric. The smell of crushed lilacs overwhelmed her, intoxicating enough to make her head spin. “Who’s there?”
“Come inside.” The whisper was an Arctic breeze, a frozen scalpel, a long, cold fingernail down the nape of her neck.
The pantry was empty. Katy wasn’t sure whether she was imagining voices or whether a ghost lived in her kitchen. The imaginary voice sounded like a more practical, though possibly more unnerving, option. Because how would a ghost know her name?
A pint jar of stewed tomatoes fell on its side on one of the waist-high shelves, rolling with gritty purpose. Katy reached to catch it, but it slipped between her fingers, shattering on the floor, throwing the seasoned smell of basil and oregano in the air to join the lilac. The sprayed viscera of tomato pulp glistened against the broken glass. Among the wreckage was a white object, smeared red by the juice.
Katy knelt, careful not to cut herself on the glass, and fished out the object. It was a bronze key, pocked by the acid from the tomato juice. She could imagine a ring, or perhaps a measuring spoon, being accidentally dropped into a jar during high-pressure canning, but a key?
“Katy?” This time the voice was Gordon’s, booming from the living room. For some reason, Katy felt the key held a secret meant only for her. It was such an obvious metaphor, and she had come to think of the pantry as her domain, part of the kitchen she’d come to love.
“Yes?” She clutched the key in her fist so that it was hidden.
“Where’s that daughter of yours?”
“Isn’t she upstairs in her room?”
“I didn’t hear her come in from feeding the goats. She’s probably out there messing with drugs.”
God, how long had it been? She tried to remember Jett going out the front door, but her mind was blank. Considering the stack of dirty dishes and the leftovers being put away, Jett must have been gone at least half an hour. “Will you go check on her?”
“I’ve got a faculty report to get to the dean tomorrow. Departmental politics. I don’t have time for miscreants.”
Katy wiped her hands, opened the odds-and-ends drawer, and slid the key into an envelope of pumpkin seeds. She pulled out a penlight and went out the back door, the wind chilling her legs. The goats were gathered at the back side of the barn, probably eating the hay Jett had thrown down from above.
Passing through the gate, she called Jett’s name, but the wind and the low murmuring of the goats smothered her voice. The penlight did little against the darkness, and she dreaded climbing the narrow wooden stairs into the loft. The hens clucked uneasily, disturbed in their nests.
“Just like last time,” came the voice she’d heard in the pantry. Or it might have been the breeze whistling under the eaves of the tin roof.
“Just like last time what?” Katy thought.
“The time Jett freaked out, and you found her in the barrel.”
Maybe she was imagining a voice, but this voice was insistent, and the words tugged at her memory. The barn door was open, which probably meant Jett was inside. Gordon was a stickler for closing gates and doors, and hammered his point home at every chance. Jett wouldn’t have left the door open despite her rebellious streak, because the bitterness of the punishment more than offset the pleasure of the crime.
Although the inside of the barn shielded the bulk of the wind, the open room was cold. She ran the penlight over the wall. The scarecrow hung on its nail, grinning in sleep. The back door was open as well, and the cluster of goats gave off a strong, musky odor. She hesitated, afraid of them, the moon shining on their curled horns.
“Get the hell away me, Fred!” Jett yelled. She must have risen to her knees because the top of her head was on level with those of the goats. One of them pulled away, a plastic baggie in its jaws.
Katy ran among the animals, flailing the penlight as if it were a weapon. “Shoo, damn it,” she said, pushing at the animals, careful of the flashing horns as the animals bucked and started. There were so many of them. It seemed as if the flock had swelled dramatically in just the last few days. She finally reached Jett and pulled her to her feet, and they backed away from the goats.
The animals fell quiet and still, all eyes on Katy and Jett as they retreated into the barn. The goats stared with interest—hunger?—until Katy threw her weight against the barn door and it began its groaning path along its track. The goats hesitated, and then moved forward as one, not in a rush but with purpose. The one with the baggie in its mouth held back, as if it had secured a treasured prize. Katy slammed the door and took Jett’s arm.
“Are you okay, honey? What happened?”
“I fell. I don’t know. I saw something up there.” Jett’s gaping, tear-flooded eyes rolled toward the loft. “The Scarecrow Man ...”
“The scarecrow’s hanging on the wall, honey. See?” Katy directed the light toward the spot near the stairs. The scarecrow was gone. “Let’s get out of here before the goats come around front.”
They linked arms and jogged out of the barn, not stopping to close the side door. Let Gordon be pissed. He could come outside and deal with it himself. They were his damned goats, after all.
They reached the gate and Katy fumbled with the latch. The goats had come around the barn, but were not in pursuit. They stood in that mocking, silent way, working their hooves back and forth under the moonlight.
“Jeez, there’s so many of them,” Jett said.
“I shouldn’t have let you come out here alone.”
“Mom, I’m freaking out.”
“I know, baby. We’ll get you tucked in and everything will be all right. We’ll get through this together.”
“What about the scarecrow? He was walking around, he smiled at me, he—”
“There’s no Scarecrow Man, honey.”
“Then where did it go? It was there one second and then it was gone.”
They headed to the porch, the scent of manure and brown oak leaves riding the wind. Katy looked back at the barn. The goats still watched, their dark noses lifted and ears twitching as if they were awaiting some unspoken command. Katy shivered and led Jett into the house. As soon as the door closed, she was overcome by the scent of lilacs and tomatoes and forgot all about the goats.
They belonged here. Why did she ever question it?
 


 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
 
 
Jett had the blankets pulled up to her chin, but still she shivered. Katy put a hand to her forehead, a typical Mom thing, but Jett didn’t have a fever. Unless you counted Boogieman Fever. She had that big-time.
She closed her eyes and saw the burlap face, the stitched grin, the burned holes of eyes, and the wicked curve of the scythe. Worse was awakening among the goats, who had milled about her sprawled body, nudged her with their horns, and pressed wet noses against her flesh. She had planned to use the pot as a decoy—they really seemed to dig the stuff—but one had stolen it before she could bait them.
“Sure we shouldn’t take her to the emergency room?” Mom asked Gordon, who stood in the doorway as if he were late for an appointment.
“No bones broken,” Gordon said, speaking with the authority of a former Boy Scout. “And both her pupils are the same size, so she’s not concussed.”
“I feel okay,” Jett said, though she was tempted to feign some sort of internal injury so she could get out of the Smith House and into the relative sanity of a hospital. But that would mean Katy would eventually wind up here alone with Gordon. And with the Scarecrow Man. Jett needed to stay and watch over her, because Mom no longer seemed capable of watching out for herself.
“Well, we’d better keep you out of school tomorrow, just in case,” Katy said.
“You should have been more careful,” Gordon said.
“The barn was dark,” Jett said.
“I was hoping you’d be able to pull your weight around here. You’re a Smith now.”
“Gordon, she’s just had a bad fall,” Katy said, defending her daughter for the first time in weeks. “No need to be mean.”
“I wouldn’t be surprised if she was out there doing drugs. Maybe that’s why she lost her balance.”
Katy’s voice rose in pitch. “That’s your answer for everything, huh?”
“Well, you knew how I was when you married me.”
“No, I didn’t. Not at all.”
Gordon glowered, shook his head, and faded back into the hall.
Katy stroked Jett’s cheek. “I’m sorry, baby. Things aren’t going too well right now.”
“Something’s happening, Mom.”
“I’ll have a talk with Gordon—”
“No, I mean something weird is happening here in Solom. With you. With us.”
Jett sat up, letting the covers slide from her shoulders. She was dressed in a nightgown and a black tube top. But now, with the whole world gone doomsday freaky, the whole Goth thing seemed a bit silly. Jett fought a hand out from under the blankets and gripped Mom’s wrist. 
Katy scooted to the edge of the bed and faced the window. The world outside was silvered by the moon, the light rimming the dark and silent walls of mountains. “I’m being haunted,” she said.
“Like, by a ghost?”
Katy nodded. “I think it’s Rebecca.”
“Don’t tell me you’re going nuts, too? No wonder Gordon’s pissed off at you.”
“And I saw a man at the top of the ridge yesterday, standing by the fence near the Eakins property,” Katy said. “He was just standing there, looking over the valley. The goats had gathered around him.”
“Was he wearing a straw hat? You know, like a scarecrow?”
“No, this man had a black hat. Looked pale and sickly.”
The preacher? The guy I saw in the boiler room? Jett told her mom about the encounter, skipping the part about buying drugs from Tommy.
“Maybe somebody’s stalking us,’ Katy said. “Maybe that was the guy you saw in the barn.”
“No, I saw the Scarecrow Man. He had one of those hay-cutter thingies—a scythe—and he chased me, and that’s why I fell.”
“You sure it wasn’t Odus? 
Jett gave a dramatic sigh. “This thing didn’t smell like booze.”
“Maybe you hit your head harder than you thought.”
“I swear, Mom. I wasn’t doing drugs.” At least, not anymore.
“I believe you, honey. But none of this makes sense.”
“Like, you think ghosts are real but my weird trips are all in my head?”
“I can’t think here. I should go to the kitchen.”
“Fuck the kitchen, Mom. What’s happening to you?”
The expletive caused Katy to blink as if Jett had slapped her. “Don’t cuss, Jett. It’s not ladylike. You’re a Smith now, and we need to behave like Smiths. We have a heritage to uphold”
“But I’m not a Smith. Neither are you.”
“That’s not what she says.”
“She who?”
“The woman in the pantry.”
“Jesus, Mom, are you on pills or something?”
“She’s nice. She wants me to be happy and take care of Gordon, just like she did.”
“Hell-O. You’re scaring me as much as the scarecrow did.”
“The scarecrow is a Smith. He’s been in the family for generations.”
Jett waved her hand in front of Katy’s eyes, but Katy was nearly catatonic, staring at her reflection in the window. “Mom. You’re not hearing me. Solom is scrambling your brain.”
“The best thing is to get some sleep. I’ll talk to Gordon about it. He’ll know what to do.”
Sure, Gordon, always knows what’s best. That’s why we’re one big happy family, getting through it together, fighting the good fight, in the land of stoner goats and creepy preachers and killer scarecrows.
“I love you, sweetie.” Mom hugged her, and the embrace reminded Jett of how things used to be, back in Charlotte before drugs and Dad’s screw-ups and the divorce and the first stirrings of puberty. Jett held on as if the universe was crumbling away beneath the floor and the bed was the last tiny island of sanity and hope. Warm tears ran down Jett’s cheeks. Everything was going to be okay, as long as they stuck together.
Unless the scarecrow dragged his scratchy sack of straw out of the barn and came calling on the house. The September wind picked up, whistling around the window frame, and bare branches clicked against the side of the house. Or it could have been the tip of the scythe, tap-tap-tapping, probing for an opening.
“Will you sleep in here, Mommy?” Jett hadn’t said “Mommy” in years.
“A wife’s place is by her husband,” Katy said, staring out the doorway into the hall.
“Mom?”
Katy stood and walked slowly across the room like an old-school zombie. She paused at the door, blew a kiss, and turned off the light. “Pleasant dreams, Jessica.”
“Mom!”
The door closed, throwing the room into darkness. Jett, panicked, fumbled for the bedside lamp, and flipped the switch. She huddled in its glow as if it were the world’s first campfire keeping back all the behemoths of the night. Every rattle of a leaf outside became the footfall of a straw man, every creak of the wind-beaten house was the singing of the scythe, each flap of loose shingles was the fluttering wings of some obscene and bloated crow.
Mom had gone over. Jett couldn’t rely on her. So much for getting through it together. She waited a few minutes until she was sure Katy had gone into her own bedroom. Then she tiptoed to the door and cracked it enough to check the hall. It was dark but empty, as far as she could tell.
No way would she go to the barn loft with the cell. She’d have to do it from here.
Jett crept to the staircase. She was passing the linen closet when she remembered the access hole and the creepy creature in the attic. Maybe it slept away the day there, like a vampire in its coffin. She quickened her pace, socks slipping on the wooden floor. She descended the stairs so quickly she couldn’t recall touching any of the treads.
In the den, the banked fire threw a throbbing orange glow across the room. The phone was by the sofa, and she plopped down and dialed. The trophy heads on the wall glared down at her with glass eyes that seemed animated in the firelight. On the third ring, Dad answered.
“Hello?” His voice was cracked with sleep. He was an early-to-bed type, especially when a woman was around.
“Dad?”
His voice cleared. “Jett? What time is it?”
“Nearly midnight.”
“What’s wrong?”
“It’s Mom. She’s losing it and everything’s going to hell.”
“Where is she?”
“Upstairs.”
“That doesn’t sound so bad.”
“She just told me she saw a ghost.”
“Shit.”
“We need you.”
“Is it bad?”
“Badder than bad. But I can’t talk now. Gordon might catch me out of bed. But please come.”
He sounded fully awake now, but his words were mushy and slurred, as if he was wasted. “Okay. I’ll get there first thing in the morning, if you think you’ll be okay until then.”
“Maybe,” Jett said, listening for cold fingers trying the front door handle.
“Solom. I guess it’s about time I paid another visit, anyway.”
“It’s a real happening place, Dad. Maybe too happening.”
“Don’t worry. Everything’s going to be all right.”
“So I keep hearing.”
They talked for a minute more and said their good-byes, Mark offering a reassuring “I love you.” After Jett hung up, she knelt before the fire and stared into the pulsing embers, waiting for the soft touch of old boots on the front porch or the whisper of straw-filled sleeves in the attic.
 



 
CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
 
 
I should have called first. I’ll be lucky if Gordon—or maybe Katy—doesn’t call the cops.
Mark Draper pulled up to the Smith House just before 9:00 a.m, following a mash-up of Google Maps and the directions Jett had texted. He’d been to the mountains before, where Tennessee and Virginia met North Carolina in a craggy collision, but on this trip they’d seemed a lot more old, misty, and mysterious, the morning fog veiling the fall colors.
As he’d rolled through the little cluster of churches and businesses of Solom, he had the sensation of traveling back through time. He didn’t believe in the “simpler times” nonsense that conservative pundits like to spew across the media, because every era had its share of hatred, bloodshed, and inequality. But Solom seemed to stand apart from even time itself, with its falling-down mill and warped, gray general store, as well as the dark, turbulent river that plowed through the ancient, crumbling dam. Mark tried to reconcile these images with Katy’s sophisticated description of Gordon Smith, but it was like superimposing footage from two different movie genres. Mark had asked Katy as few questions as possible about Gordon. While he was curious, as all ex-lovers are, he didn’t want to give her the satisfaction of that curiosity.
Gordon Smith seemed to be doing all right for himself, judging from the restoration work on the old farmhouse. A new SUV was parked beside Katy’s Subaru. Jett had told him the Smith property comprised thirty acres, a decent chunk of it in valuable valley land. Goats milled around the barn, and a row of chicken roosts were lined across the barn’s front wall. The rich tang of manure filled the air, but the air contained a freshness and greenness despite the season.
Mark got out and wiped the last sleepiness from his eyes. Three cups of coffee hadn’t changed the fact that he’d left Charlotte before dawn. Now he had to take a whiz, but he ordered his bladder to calm down. He didn’t want his first sentence to Katy’s new husband to be, “Could I use your bathroom?”
He was approaching the porch when the door opened and Jett’s head poked out. “Daddy!” she squealed, and despite the grin that spread across his face, a dagger of memory pierced his heart. She’d sounded the same way when he picked her up after her first day of kindergarten. Now she was living under another’s man’s roof, his ex-wife was sharing that man’s bed, and he was years older and wearier.
They ran to each other and Jett jumped into his arms, nearly knocking him over. “My, you’re getting big, honey,” he said. “This fresh air must be doing wonders for your appetite.”
“Daddy,” she repeated.
“Let’s have a look at you.” Mark held her hand as she twirled like a ballerina. She was in flannel pajamas and wore gray bunny slippers. Her hair was dyed a shade darker than she’d worn it in Charlotte and held a hint of purple. She had grown at least an inch, maybe two, since he’d last seen her.
“Thanks for coming.”
“I told you I’d be here whenever you needed me.”
“And I need you. We need you.”
Mark gave her another hug. “What did your mother say about my coming?”
Jett looked at the ground. “I didn’t tell her.”
Katy appeared in the open doorway, hand at her throat, clasping the front of her nightgown together. She was as beautiful as Mark remembered, red hair shining in the sun like lustrous copper, freckles dappling her cheeks, her pert lips parted in an unspoken question.
“Hi, Katy,” Mark said, feeling stupid. He waved.
She blinked twice and rolled her green eyes. “What in the world are you doing here?”
“I came to see my daughter.”
“You can’t just show up out of the blue. We have a custody agreement.”
“I asked him to come, Mom,” Jett said. “To help us.”
Katy looked at the two of them as if they were co-conspirators in some bizarre practical joke. “We don’t need any help.”
“You don’t think so, but you’re spaced out, Mom.”
“I’m perfectly fine,” she said, but looked at the barn as if she’d misplaced something and couldn’t remember where she’d last seen it.
“What kind of trouble are you in?” Mark asked Katy.
“I don’t know. Something about the barn. And recipes.”
“Can I come in?”
“I’ll have to ask Gordon.”
“Where is he?”
“Taking a shower.”
“Okay, I’ll just wait here with the world’s bestest girl.” He put his arm around Jett as Katy went back inside. “So what’s all this about the barn?”
“Well, it’s kind of hard to explain.”
“Look, we’ve always been honest with each other, even when we mess up. If it wasn’t for my drug use, you might not—”
“This isn’t about drugs, Daddy. It’s about the man in the black hat and the scarecrow and the goats that tried to eat me, and maybe about Mom losing her mind. She thinks the house is haunted.”
Mark wiped his mustache, unable to comprehend what his daughter was saying. Had she dragged him up here for some dramatic story? He was glad to see her, but if she started lying to get attention, he predicted trouble ahead for both him and Katy. So far, Jett hadn’t punished either of them for the divorce, but she no doubt harbored a seething anger.
He was about to question her when Gordon came onto the porch. Mark nodded in greeting, straightening his spine and lifting his head, because Gordon had at least three inches on him.
Jett led Mark up the porch and made introductions, even though they’d met briefly when Katy was packing for the move. Gordon’s face was an impassive mask, but Mark could sense an arctic tempest brewing behind him. Then he smiled. Mark gripped Gordon’s hand, wondering whether to go for the macho thing and try to squeeze the hardest. Instead, they both pressed flesh as if afraid of catching germs.
“Welcome to Solom,” Gordon said, turning and going back inside. “Make yourself at home.”
Jett gave him a sideways glance as if to say, “See what I have to live with?”
They sat in the study. Katy fidgeted, hustling around the room and arranging magazines, Gordon’s collection of religious relics on the mantle, and the plastic cases of DVD’s that were stacked in front of the television. Mark noticed folded blankets stacked beside the sofa and wondered who had been sleeping downstairs. He was alarmed to find pleasure at the thought of Katy’s abandoning her marital bed. Whatever her sleeping habits, she certainly was a lot fussier about housekeeping than she’d been when they shared the same roof.
“Can I get you something to drink—” Mark could tell by her exhalation that she almost said “Honey,” one of those lingering endearments that were difficult to shake off despite a legal document terminating such pleasantries. Mark himself knew the price of a relaxed guard, having lost a recent girlfriend by accidentally calling her “Katy” in a moment of passion. Gordon didn’t seem to notice the interplay, but Jett sat forward on the sofa, attuned to the air of expectation that filled the room.
“I had coffee on the way up,” Mark said, and that reminded him of the pressure in his bladder.
“So, to what do we owe this …rather unexpected visit?” Gordon asked.
“I’m sorry. I thought Jett had cleared it with you guys. I would never intrude otherwise.”
“You didn’t think to call me?” Katy asked, standing by the cold fireplace holding a throw pillow against her stomach. He admired her long fingers, the nails painted cherry, the freckles scattered across the backs of her hands like star maps he’d once memorized.
“I—”
“It’s some personal stuff,” Jett cut in. “I didn’t want you to make excuses and keep him away.”
“Jessica, we all appreciate your need for a broad support network,” Gordon said. “But in my house, I need to know what’s going on. We’ll let it slip this one time, but from now on, everything gets cleared through me, okay?”
Gordon flashed Mark a wink that suggested “Oh, what we fathers have to go through, right?” A freshet of anger sluiced through Mark’s veins. Pompous ass. Wearing a turtleneck sweater on a Sunday morning, looking like Captain Nemo with that same sanctimonious burden of saving the world from itself.
“How about breakfast?” Katy said. “I was making some scratch biscuits.”
Scratch biscuits. The old Katy couldn’t even handle Bisquik, and microwaving yeast rolls had been about the peak of her culinary skills. Country life must have inspired her. Or beaten her down.
He found himself scrutinizing her as he listened to Gordon. Had she lost weight? She’d done something different with her hair, the trendy, cheek-sweeping cuts she’d preferred giving way to a longer, more free-flowing style that feathered across her collarbones. Damn. She was still beautiful, but then, that had never been one of her shortcomings.
“Actually, I was hoping to take Jett out for breakfast, if that’s okay. Where’s the closest McDonald’s?”
Gordon gave one of those bluff, hearty laughs that were simultaneously cheerful and irritating. “Try Titusville. That’s our county seat. Population eight thousand when Westridge is in session. Three thousand during Christmas break. But it’s a twenty-minute drive, probably longer on a Sunday when the little old ladies drive their Olds Cutlasses to church.”
“Let me fix you something here,” Katy said. “We have fresh eggs and bacon, and I have a new waffle iron, too.”
Mark shot her a glance. Gordon didn’t have enough parental experience to pick up on the subtleties, but Katy should know the point of the suggestion was for Mark and Jett to spend time alone.
“How about the general store?” Jett said. “We can get something from their deli. You and me, Dad, just like when you used to drop me off at school.”
Mark searched Katy’s face for any hint of a sting, but she seemed lost in menu planning. “That sounds great, pumpkin. A real-life general store, huh?”
“Yeah, it’s like a hundred years old and it’s full of weird old stuff you never need.”
“Sounds great. I saw it driving through. Is it open this early?”
“Sure,” Jett said. “The woman who owns it lives next door. Except it’s more like she lives at the store and just sleeps at home. I told you Solom was weird.”
“Sounds like just the ticket to me.” Mark stood, half expecting Katy to invite herself along. He wasn’t sure whether he would mind or not. Making Turtle Neck Boy jealous would almost be worth the trouble, but Mark didn’t want to re-open old wounds. Or risk fanning old embers, either.
He was being a selfish ass, as usual. This was about Jett, not any of the three adults.
“Is that okay with you guys?” Mark asked.
Gordon and Katy looked at each other, Katy obviously awaiting her husband’s response. Gordon nodded at her, and then Katy nodded at Mark. Jett grabbed his arm and squeezed in joy.
“Do I need to have her back at any particular time?” Mark asked. “Like for church?”
“I attend services, but Katy and Jett don’t,” Gordon said. “My spiritual interest is purely academic, though.”
I’ll bet it is, Mr. Penny Loafers. If God walked in the front door, you’d invite Him into the study for a sherry and a chat about ways to improve the cosmos.
“Great, then,” he said. “I’ll have her back in time for lunch.”
“I’ll make a casserole,” Katy said. “Table for four?”
Jett surreptitiously shook her head. Mark was beginning to see why his daughter was freaked out. The woman who had been his wife for ten years and girlfriend for a couple of years before that had become a completely new woman in the four months she’d been in Solom. Perhaps this was the real Katy, and the one he’d known had been inhibited and repressed. Although that made no sense, because Katy had always been independent and, if anything, a bit too strong-headed. Her head now seemed to be filled with little more than the back pages of Good Housekeeping.
“I don’t think I can stay for lunch,” Mark said. “I’ve got some clients to check on this evening. Self-employed people work seven days a week, remember?”
Katy smiled, but it wasn’t the sardonic grin she always flashed when she was pissed about his workaholic ways. “That’s nice. Gordon is a hard worker, too.”
“It’s not work when you enjoy it, isn’t that right, Mark?” Gordon said. “Religion fascinates me, and faith is even more mystifying. As Mark Twain said, ‘Heaven goes by favor. If it went by merit, you would stay out and your dog would go in.’”
“Well, may we all be dogs in the next life,” Mark said, wishing he’d smoked a joint before meeting Jett’s new stepdad.
One step at a time, even if you’re walking into weirdness.
 



 
CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
 
 
Katy was determined to pull off a nice soufflé, figuring Jett would talk Mark into staying for lunch after all. Gordon was attending one of the churches, probably the True Light Tabernacle, and she figured he’d be hungry afterward. Part of her was also hoping to impress Mark, give him yet another reason to regret her loss.
Seeing her ex-husband had shocked her in ways she never would have expected, and she wondered if Jett had planned the rendezvous so Katy wouldn’t have time to psychologically prepare for his arrival. Katy had done a good job of hiding her feelings. The physical attraction was still there, but for a grown woman, attraction was tied to love or at least like.
She opened a drawer to find an opener for the can of evaporated milk. The key lay in the drawer, among measuring spoons, whisks, peelers, and spatulas. Someone had moved it. She’d left it in the other drawer, the miscellaneous drawer that was rarely opened.
She couldn’t resist picking up the key. A floral smell drifted from the hallway, and barely audible footsteps trailed up the stairs. Katy frowned at the eggs she’d cracked into a metal bowl. Well, if she hurried, the eggs wouldn’t go bad.
Katy ascended the stairs, following the faint aromatic thread of lilacs. It led to the linen closet. Someone had left the door open, and the attic access was ajar. Katy perched on her tiptoes and pulled the string, and the access door yawned wide, the ladder unfolding as the door dropped. Key clutched in her fist, Katy climbed into the darkness above.
Her eyes adjusted to the gloom, the morning sun piercing the ventilation shaft on the east gable and throwing yellow stripes across the attic. Dust floated in the sunlight, and a stray wasp cut a slow arc in the air. Katy stooped under the low rafters and navigated the clutter until she came to the dresser with the dusty mirror. The silver-handled hair brush was still on the dresser, with an old stool pushed in front of the mirror as if someone had been checking her reflection.
“Rebecca?” Katy’s voice was muffled by the insulation, furniture, and boxes of old clothing that lay scattered and stacked like a museum to unwanted things. 
A rustle arose from inside one of the boxes.
“I don’t want to take your place,” Katy said.
“He wants you.”
Katy wasn’t sure whether she’d actually heard the words or if the breeze had whispered through the ventilation screen.
The access door slammed shut with a rusty scream of springs and hinges, making the attic even darker.
Katy backed away from the sudden noise. She bumped into the long wooden box that contained the strange outfit she’d discovered on her earlier visit. She forced herself not to think of the box as a coffin. The clothes inside had probably been the relics of a previous Smith generation, left to molder as moth bait. Except, why had the clothes moved?
The surface of the mirror grew bright with collected light. Katy glanced from the mirror to the cramped attic. The reflection was somehow different from the reality that pushed itself against the silvered glass. She fell to her knees, looking from the mirror to the dimly lit attic, trying to comprehend the juxtaposition of elements. There lay the golden strips of sunlight, the oblique darkness of the old bureau, the array of boxes, and the slanted brown rafters. What was missing?
She tore her gaze away from the mirror. An image of Jett popped into her head: Jett under the blankets in her bedroom, confused, eyes wide in panic. Her daughter had been trying to tell her something.
Scarecrow Man. The Horseback Preacher. Goats. Solom.
Why had Jett called Mark?
Katy should have been able to protect both of them. That was why she’d gotten divorced, why she’d married Gordon. Why she’d given up a banking career. None of it meant anything without Jett.
Sacrifice. It meant the same thing as “motherhood.” Fathers never understood. They shot their sperm and went about their business.
But what had Katy been doing these past few weeks?
She looked down at her clothes. This wasn’t her. The clothes didn’t fit. They itched.
She shook the sleeve of her dress and bits of straw fell out.
The key was warm in her hand, almost electric.
The light shifted with the rising of the sun, and a shaft of yellow fell across the dark slot in the middle of bureau. A keyhole glared in the brass workings beneath the double handles.
“Open me,” Rebecca said, the words hollow and muffled, as if spoken from the depths of a coffin.
“You’re dead.”
“But you’re not.” One of the hens cackled in the barnyard outside, a frantic and rattling punctuation to the eerie stillness of the attic. “Not yet, anyway.”
Katy approached the bureau, avoiding the gravity of the mirror. The key lifted her hand as if magnetized and she followed it between the dusty cardboard boxes and linen-draped humps of furniture. She pushed the key into the bureau lock, or else the key pulled her hand, she couldn’t be sure. Then the lock was turning and the doors groaned open like a death angel spreading its wings.
 



 
CHAPTER THIRTY
 
 
“I’ll take Jessica now,” Gordon said.
Mark looked up from the table. Jett had plowed her way through a glass of chocolate milk, half a Spanish omelet, two strips of bacon, a piece of white-bread toast slathered with margarine, and still had a cream-cheese cinnamon bun at her elbow. Mark was drinking coffee, the house brand, and wished the wood stove had been stoked recently. He was not used to the mountain chill, and the general store had obvious shortcomings in weatherproofing. The little old woman who ran the store, Sarah Jeffers, had acted like a mother hen who spoiled Jett and made sure their portions were generous. The twin aromas of fried liver mush and onions fought for dominance in the air. The place was not without charm, if you didn’t count the six-foot-four guy standing over him who set off every bullshit alarm in Mark’s body.
“I thought I was supposed to take her back to your house,” Mark said.
“Plans have changed,” Gordon said. His smile was midway between smug and confrontational and he was outfitted in his Sunday best, collar stiff and uncomfortable, the kind of clothes built for sitting upright in church or lying prone in a coffin. Gordon’s face was flushed, as if he’d jogged a half mile before walking in the door.
Jett looked at Mark with those wide, pleading eyes. He’d let her down plenty already. He’d screwed up with the drugs, he didn’t take the steps that could have saved his marriage and his family, he hadn’t grabbed onto the things that were most important in his life. And now they were drifting out of his reach, like fairy dust or pot smoke, insubstantial, unreal, pieces of a lost and long-ago dream.
He could sit here and drink coffee or he could tell Gordon Smith to go straight down to the deepest hole in Hell.
Or maybe the most important things in his life weren’t all that important.
“We’re still finishing our breakfast,” Mark said. “Adolescents need their nutrition. Haven’t you read the parenting manuals?”
“I know what’s best for her,” Gordon said, his gaze unwavering. “And for Katy. You had your chance, after all.”
Mark’s grip tightened around his coffee mug. He didn’t know whether to dash the liquid onto Gordon’s three-hundred-dollar jacket or to shatter the ceramic and bring a shard up to slice his own jugular.
“It’s okay, Dad,” Jett said. “Call me when you get back to Charlotte.” She reached across the table and put her small fingers on his forearm. Her nails were painted dark violet to match her eye shadow. His girl had style, at least. And a flair for the dramatic.
“I don’t feel comfortable leaving things as they are,” he said to her, hoping his expression revealed he was worried and didn’t want Gordon to know.
“We’ll get by, Daddy,” she said. “You know what Mom always says.”
The words were like rabbit punches to the kidney. That was a Katyism, said when bills were stacking up or some medical problem arose. When things seemed darkest, when love seemed ephemeral, when only fools believed “forever” was more than just a weapon in a poet’s arsenal. “We’ll get through this together” had been one of those lines that still rang even after the “together” part was over.
Coming from Jett, the words were almost a mockery, an echo that whispered of failure. Because they weren’t getting by. Jett had told him the weirdest damned stories, and after he’d gotten past his initial instinct to assume she’d graduated to hard drugs, just like her Old Man, he had almost started to believe her. Tongues could lie, but eyes had a difficult time. Especially the eyes of the young.
“When can I see you again?” Mark asked her.
“We’ll talk about that,” Gordon said. “The three of us. We’ll let you know.”
Gordon reached down and took Jett’s wrist. She wore the expression of a prisoner being hauled away after court sentencing.
“It’s okay, pumpkin,” Mark said. “I’m glad I got to see you.”
They stood and hugged, Jett giving him an extra squeeze. He stroked the top of head and stooped to kiss her cheek. She was on the doorstep of womanhood, and he’d miss her crossing the threshold. Gordon would be ushering her through that passage, because Gordon was stable and wealthy and reliable. The kind of man every woman needed as a husband and every daughter needed as a father.
Except the corners of Gordon’s mouth flirted with a smirk. Which Gordon was the real one?
“Call me,” Mark said as the pair walked down the aisles of the store, between rows of bark birdhouses, snow shovels, bushels of apples, pumpkins, dried Indian corn, and gourds.
After they left, Mark sipped his coffee. It had gone cold and bitter, a fitting juice for his heart. His daughter had told him Katy was possessed, a man in a black hat was stalking her, a scarecrow had attacked her, and goats were trying to eat her. It sounded like a direct-to-video movie, and yet her face had paled and hands trembled as she told her tale. Despite her talent for drama, she had spoken with quiet conviction, as if fully expecting not to be believed. She’d finished speaking, crunched some bacon, a couple of dark red crumbs on her lower lip as she’d asked, “What now, Daddy?”
It was a question Mark pondered as he finished his coffee and the tables around him filled with lunch customers. He didn’t know which was more horrifying: that Katy and Jett might both be mentally ill, that Solom was a creepy supernatural hellhole, or that he might actually have to man up and do something about the situation.
 


 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
 
 
The key turned in the lock with a sharp groan of relief.
The bureau gave forth a smell of lilacs so strong that Katy nearly sneezed. Beneath the floral sweetness lay the stink of something warm and wet, like damp and rotted hay. The bureau was empty except for a rumpled pile of clothes on the middle shelf. Katy looked behind her, half expecting Rebecca to finally seep out of the shadows. But Rebecca hadn’t harmed her yet, so why should she be frightened? After all, Rebecca had been part of this house long before Katy’s arrival.
Katy was tempted to ask Rebecca what was so important about the clothes that they needed to be locked away. Maybe Rebecca had her own motives. Jealousy might stain the soul even unto death, though Katy couldn’t imagine the grave being much colder than Gordon’s bed.
She pulled the tangle of clothes from the shelf. A plain flannel shirt, pocked with tears, loose threads, and moth holes. Except the sleeves and cuffs were moist, painted a color that was darker than the shadowy attic. A pair of faded jeans was beneath the shirt, and under the hump of clothing was a battered planter’s hat. As she pulled the hat from the shelf, something heavy fell from the corner. A long, wooden handle thumped to the floor, barely missing her toes. She bent and picked it up.
A scythe, the same as the one that hung on the wall of the barn. Except this one was clean, rust-free, and had a honed edge, while the one in the barn was rusty from lack of use. Katy held the curved piece of steel before her. Could this be the same one from the barn, only with the blade polished and sharpened? When was the last time she had been in the barn?
Short pieces of straw were scattered among the clothing. At first Katy thought the hat was unraveling, but the straw was tucked into the folds of the shirt, adding another scent to the strange mix. She leaned the scythe in the corner of the bureau and lifted the shirt toward the shafts of light leaking from the nearest vent. The wet sleeves slapped at her arms as she carried the shirt to the mirror. The mirror reflected the faint light and allowed her to recognize the pattern. It was the same shirt worn by the scarecrow in the barn.
And the sleeves were dark red with drying blood.
Katy tossed the shirt to the floor boards in disgust. Maybe someone had killed an animal in the shirt, then stowed it away in the attic. Then why was the blood not completely dried? Neither Gordon nor Odus had killed any farm animals since Katy and Jett had moved in. Certainly not in the last day or two.
“Blood in the attic?” Katy asked, half to herself and half to Rebecca, although she still didn’t quite trust the opinion of a ghost.
Behind the dresser, the lid on the long wooden box creaked open, then fell closed with a soft thwump.
Katy remembered the clothes in the box, coarse fabric like those that had adorned the scarecrow. Except they had been dry, and not under lock and key.
Tiny scurries under the dresser. Like quick claws clicking on wood.
Katy dropped the shirt and gripped the wooden handle of the scythe. It fit her palms as if personally carved for her. 
She backed toward the attic door. The clicking multiplied as small, sharp toes scrabbled among the boxes, furniture, lamp shades, and the huddled hulk of an old wheelchair. Katy reached the door with its folded ladder and pushed downward. The door had no latch, and should have swung free. But it stuck tight as if someone were on the other side, bracing it closed.
She placed her foot on the door, slowly sweeping the scythe in front of her, reaping air as if to ward off the unseen creatures that flirted with the shadows. That’s when she looked back at the dresser. On the stool, perched before the mirror, was a woman in the same dress that Katy was wearing. A pale, delicate, freckled hand swept the silver-handled hair brush in curling motions as if smoothing tangles. Except there was no hair.
The woman had no head.
The body turned on the stool, the hair brush descending to rest in her lap, a ragged, transparent stump of flesh protruding above the lace collar. “Am I not pretty enough for him?” Rebecca asked.
Katy’s next thought came with a singsong silliness, like a child’s nursery rhyme: How can you speak when you have no head? How can you speak when you are so dead?
Katy climbed onto the narrow access door, then began jumping, staying hunched so she wouldn’t bump her head on the joists. She couldn’t look away from that headless figure, the woman whose place Katy had taken in the Smith House, even though the scurrying was on all sides and shapes wriggled in the eaves.
On the fourth jump, the door gave way and she plummeted into space, the scythe falling from her hand as she bounced off the shelves in the linen closet and tumbled into the upstairs hall.
As the world went gray, the staccato scurrying continued above her, and beyond that, as soft as lamb’s breath, came the whispering stroke of a hair brush through ethereal tresses.
 


 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
 
 
“What’s wrong, Mom?” Jett asked 
“I fell.” Katy stood at the sink, rinsing her hands. She had a cut on her chin and one eye was bruised and puffy.
“Good Lord, Katy, how could you get hurt cleaning house?” Gordon said.
“I was in the attic.”
Gordon glared at her, almost owlish with his beard and glasses and sinister, prey-hunting eyes. “I didn’t give you permission. We have valuable antiques and family heirlooms up there.”
“I’m part of the family now.”
“You’re not a Smith yet. You’ve still got too much Logan in you.”
“Where’s Mark?” Katy asked Jett. Her head throbbed. The image of the headless Rebecca at the mirror still haunted her, as if the image had seared itself against the plate of her forehead.
“Gone back to minding his own business,” Gordon said. “We don’t need any outsiders. We take care of our own in Solom.”
“I saw the clothes,” Katy said. “And the scythe.”
“What are you talking about?”
“From the Scarecrow Man.”
“The scarecrow is out there hanging on the wall. Where it always is.”
“No, it’s not,” Jett said. “I told Dad about it. You guys don’t believe me, but he does.”
“That’s enough of this foolishness.” Gordon grabbed Jett’s wrist and pulled her toward the front door. “Come on, you two. I’ll show you the scarecrow is just a sack of rags and straw, not some sinister, evil creature.”
“Let her go, Gordon,” Katy said.
Jett tried to struggle free, but Gordon was too strong and heavy. He tugged her outside, Katy right behind them. The fence gate was open. Katy wondered where the goats were. The barn door was open, too, afternoon sunlight boring through the gap and painting the dirt floor in patches of amber. The rich smell of manure and hay filled the air. The chickens clucked uneasily in their nests.
Jett gave up resisting and allowed herself to be guided into the barn. Katy wondered what Jett had told Mark. She couldn’t believe Mark would just drive away after hearing such strange tales. But Mark had always believed what he wanted to believe, despite pleas or evidence. He lived in his own land of make-believe while ignoring the fantasy lands of others.
“The scarecrow’s right there,” Gordon said, pointing to the spot on the wall above the loft stairs. The figure wasn’t dressed in the bib overalls and flannel shirt that Katy had seen in the attic, inside the locked bureau. This figure wore a dark suit of a heavy material like wool. Straw spilled from the sleeves and ankles of the suit, and the yellowed collar of the white shirt stuck up around the collar. The scarecrow had no head.
“That’s not the one,” Katy said.
“Yes, it is,” Jett said, excited. “That’s the man I saw in the loft.”
“You didn’t see a man,” Gordon said. “Odus must have taken the other scarecrow for some reason. Those clothes look old-fashioned, maybe even antique.”
“What’s going on, Gordon?” Katy asked.
“Maybe the scarecrow hungers,” Gordon said in a mocking tone. “Or my great-grandfather Harmon Smith is making another circuit through Solom.”
“Where are the goats?” Jett asked.
Gordon looked around as if noticing their absence for the first time. “He’s taken them.”
“Who?” Katy touched the welt over her eye. The upper and lower eyelids were swelling together and she could barely see. The side of her face felt as if a pint of hot water had been pumped under her skin.
Katy squinted at the shape on the wall. Hadn’t the original scarecrow been shorter? No. That was the kind of thing that crazy people thought. Crazy people who believed they were being haunted by their husband’s dead ex-wife.
The scythe was absent from its wooden peg.
“It just moved!” Jett said, grabbing Katy’s arm. Katy looked at the gangly, splayed form. A few pieces of straw fell from its cuffs as if an animal were moving inside it. Katy recalled the toenails skittering on the attic floor.
“It’s the wind,” Gordon said. “Odus left the barn door open.”
“Let’s get out of here,” Jett said.
“Go on back to the house,” Gordon said. “I’ll close up the barn.”
Katy nodded and put an arm around Jett’s shoulder. The two of them went into the barnyard. Katy stopped by the chicken roost. “What did your dad say when you told him about this place?”
Jett shrugged and stared at the ground. “Nothing much. He thought I was weird. But he didn’t laugh at me.” She looked up, her blue eyes vibrant and imploring. “I wish—”
Katy reached out and hugged her daughter, pulling her close. The girl was getting tall. The hair on the top of her head brushed Katy’s wounded chin. “Shh. Wishing for lost things isn’t a good idea. We have to work with what we’ve got.”
“Yeah, yeah, yeah. ‘We’ll get through it together,’ right?”
“Exactly.” Katy brushed away Jett’s black bangs and planted a kiss on her freckled forehead.
“I just wish Daddy was here.”
Katy had no response for that. She had failed her daughter and her marriage. Maybe if she had tried harder, been less self-absorbed, given Mark one more chance ...
No. Gordon was her husband now and she was determined to make it work this time. All it took was sacrifice.
“Let’s go in the house,” Katy said. “I’ll make us some cinnamon rolls. I found a great recipe.”
“What about the scarecrow and the man in the black hat?”
“Gordon will take care of it.”
“Do you love him?”
Katy pulled away from the hug. “What kind of question is that?”
“I don’t know. I saw the way you were looking at Dad, and you’ve never looked at Gordon like that.”
“Gordon is a good man and he’ll make a good father if you give him a chance.”
“I don’t want another father. I want mine.”
“I’m sorry, honey. We’ve turned that page. This is our new life. We’ve made The Change.”
Jett pushed away. The hens squawked at the disturbance, flapping their wings, tossing soft feathers in the air. Inside the barn came the slam of a large wooden door.
“I don’t want a new life. Especially this one. I’d rather be dead.” Jett stomped through the gate and into the house.
 



 
CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
 
 
Mark Draper checked into the cabin at four in the afternoon. He’d driven around Solom to get a feel for his daughter’s new home. She hadn’t exaggerated when she’d called it a “one-horse town but with a billion goats.” He hadn’t grinned as much as he’d wanted, because Jett’s story was way too disturbing. As fantasy, it suggested dementia. As truth, it suggested a need for escape he understood only too well.
He couldn’t just drive back to Charlotte and hope everything would work out for the best. Mark wasn’t an optimist by nature, and that was probably wise, given his penchant for screwing up his life.
He wouldn’t screw this up, wouldn’t let Jett down. He paid for the room with a credit card, shocked at the $150 fee for one night. Reading his expression, the Happy Hollow clerk explained that it was the fall tourist season, and with the leaf-lookers who would soon be swarming the highways, he was lucky to find a room at all. Mark thought of driving back to Titusville where a Holiday Inn, Comfort Suites, and other chain hotels feasted on the college. But he felt a need to be near Jett. And Katy, too, as much as he tried not to let his mind wander down that particular road. The credit card bill—well, he had a few weeks to work that one out.
He hadn’t packed any clothes, but he always carried a shaving kit in his trunk. He sometimes traveled in his job, and more than once had been caught out of town and having to make a trip to the drug store for shampoo and toothpaste. The cabin was dark and cramped, the sort of place that was just uncomfortable enough to let flatlanders feel they were “roughing it.” However, an eighteen-inch television stood on the kitchenette counter, and the bed’s mattress was thick and soft.
Mark pulled out his cell phone and sat on the bed. Should he call Jett and tell her he was hanging around? Probably. Jett said her cell didn’t get a signal at home unless she was in the barn loft. Katy or Gordon might answer the house line, but he could bluff them, pretend he was calling on his way down the mountain. He thumbed the button. No bars. The entire valley must be dead. He hadn’t noticed any towers on the ridge tops. Perhaps the telecommunications and cell phone companies had yet to invade this backend of nowhere.
The cabin didn’t have a phone. He’d have to walk down to the check-in desk and borrow one. He’d also noticed a pay phone down at the general store, the old-fashioned kind that still took coins, maybe the last one in America. The store was only about three hundred yards down the road, a nice hike that would let him get a feel for the little community. He’d also put in a call to Dick and beef up his spiritual condition for the day’s battle against addiction.
He opened his shaving kit. In the old days, it would have contained three kinds of pills, a little coke, some weed, and—in the even older days—a spoon, rubber tube, and needle. He brushed his teeth instead, promising his reflection that today he’d stay straight. One day at a time. If things were still screwed all to hell tomorrow, well, then he could get wasted. That was a pretty fair bargain.
For now, he wanted to piece together the strange stories Jett had shared: goats, ghosts, some guy in a black hat, a Scarecrow Man.
Even though he’d read Stephen King like everybody else on the planet, he couldn’t quite wrap his head around Katy’s haunting. More likely his ex-wife was being dramatic in an effort to win sympathy from Gordon. That was just like her, making a play for attention. Maybe to divert Gordon away from Jett’s problems, or to pull that selfish “me-first” business that had put the stake in their marriage.
He didn’t believe in the supernatural. But he sure as hell believed in Jett.
Mark walked fast, down the hard-pack road and past the Happy Hollow office. A number of other cabins were tucked away in the woods, all offering the occupants privacy without ever letting them lose sight of the Pepsi machine in front of the office. Mark came to the entrance at the highway, and then decided to cut across the road instead of making straight for the general store.
The river beckoned, a jeweled, frothy dragon, chuckling as it slithered around rocks. The air was wet with the smell of mud and decaying vegetation, and goldenrod shimmered along the banks. Mark’s scalp tingled, and his feet seemed to be hovering two inches above the ground with each step. Solom seemed to radiate a weird vibe, as if unnatural electricity wended through the air.
A little trail among waist-high weeds marked a favorite fishing hole. Mark looked up the road and saw a couple of pick-up trucks parked in front of the general store’s deck. A man in a denim jacket was using the pay phone. Mark headed down the trail, beggar’s lice sticking to his trousers, a stray blackberry vine grabbing his sleeve. He scarcely felt the briars that stitched his forearm.
At the river’s edge, the mud gave way to smooth pebbles. The water was clear as glass, though its motion distorted the colorful stones along the bottom. A fish raced by, sparkling in the diffracted sunlight before disappearing in a deep, shadowed pool beneath the branches of a drooping sycamore. Nature was a trip. He’d have to get out more.
He was about to walk back to the road and see if the phone was free when something splashed upstream. An old concrete dam spanned the river fifty yards away, though it was more holes than anything. A decrepit mill sagged at one end of the dam, a wooden waterwheel dipping into a gray concrete channel. Most of the wheel’s paddles were missing, so it didn’t turn steadily. Instead, it juddered and spun a few feet at a time, wobbling like a giant tire with loose lug nuts.
“Help!” someone shouted.
The sound had come from the same general direction as the splash. The white noise of the rushing water confused Mark, or maybe it was the banging pipes of withdrawal resonating inside his skull. He started up the bank toward the sound. That’s when he saw the boy attached to the paddle wheel. It looked like his clothes had snagged and he was pushed under the water. Mark waded into the river and fought against the current.
The wheel turned, lifting the boy, who looked to be no more than ten. He was dressed in ragged overalls and a flannel underwear shirt, and as the wheel brought the boy higher into the sky, water poured from his bare feet. The boy was silent, but had seen Mark and raised a weak, desperate hand toward him. Mark plowed through the knee-deep water. The river seemed no more powerful than the spit of a garden hose, but time had stretched out so that Mark didn’t seem to be making any progress. The wheel took another hesitant roll and the boy was now at the top, his back arched against the metal framework.
As Mark watched, realizing he should have run up the road and then down to the dam, the wheel moved again, and the boy descended head-first toward the water. His dark hair hung like a dirty mop as he struggled to free himself. He grabbed one of his overall buckles as if to unfasten it, but his fingers weren’t strong enough to fight his weight against the strap.
Mark was twenty yards from the boy now, sticking to the shallows near the overgrown banks, kicking water into his face as he ran, his knees high like an old-fashioned fullback. The boy’s head went under and the wheel seemed to hesitate, as if chocked by the boy’s head pressed against the bottom of the channel. The wire-and-wood frame shook as the boy’s legs flailed in the air. Then the wheel turned again, dragging the boy fully under and pinning him on his belly.
The water was deep near the base of the dam, the edges rimmed with stonework. Mark had to swim the last ten yards, though the current was much weaker where the force of the water spent itself straight downward. He reached the dam and grabbed a chunk of shattered concrete, pulling himself out of the water. The drops that poured around him seemed to each contain a tiny rainbow.
The wheel still juddered in place, hung up because of the boy lodged at its lowest point. Mark pulled himself over to the channel, scrabbling for purchase on the slick and jagged concrete. He reached the wheel, wondering if the boy had already drowned, wondering how he could fight thousands of gallons of water, wondering if he’d failed somebody again. Just as he reached the wheel, it issued a moist, rusty groan and turned. Mark braced himself, expecting to see the boy’s slack face, eyes shocked wide in death.
Instead, the wheel was bare, save for a few wooden blades dangling from the metal frame.
Mark looked into the river below. The boy couldn’t have plunged past without Mark’s seeing. He eased along the top of the dam and examined the upstream edge of the wheel. No body.
Damn. Did I take some drugs while I wasn’t looking?
Mark scanned the road that ran parallel to the river. Through the trees, the general store stood with its green metal roof, white siding boards, and black shutters. Farther upstream was the wooden covered bridge marking the highway that led to Titusville. An old house, its windows broken, huddled at a high bank of the river, boards warped where past floods had touched it. Solom seemed abandoned, as if everyone had driven away for the season and locked up their buildings.
Mark pushed his hair out of his eyes. The water upstream looked too deep to wade, and he was too weary to try it with his sodden clothes. He’d have to navigate the top of the dam, walk to the other side of the river, and push through the weeds to the covered bridge. The wheel clicked forward a few feet, like a roulette given a half-hearted nudge.
That’s when Mark looked at the window of the millhouse. In the shadows stood a man, barely visible because of his dark clothes. Mark couldn’t discern any features, but he was struck with the notion of being watched. The man was motionless for a moment before slipping into the deeper darkness of the ruins, flashing just a glimpse of his waxen face.
It was the figure from the photos, the one that had leered at his daughter and ex-wife.
To hell with a phone call. I’m going over.
 



 
CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
 
 
Katy waited until Gordon excused himself from dinner. He’d eaten only half of his sautéed chicken breast and had barely touched his green beans and sweet potato pie. Katy finished her own plate and began collecting dishes. Jett, who had remained sullen and silent throughout the meal, shoved her glass of milk away and crossed her arms.
“What did you tell your dad?” Katy asked.
“That’s between him and me.”
“Honey, remember the deal. We’ll get through this together, okay?”
“Okay, I’ll share if you share. What’s the deal with this ghost you keep talking about?”
Katy dropped a piece of silverware as she stacked dirty dishes with shaking hands. “Nothing. I think I was just suffering delusions.”
“And a ‘delusion’ just happened to give you a black eye while we were gone?”
“I was up in the attic looking for something—”
“Something in a long wooden box, right?”
“No. I found a key. And I thought it might fit one of the bureaus up there.”
“Well, I’ll tell you what I found in the box. A scarecrow. Sort of like the one that used to hang in the barn. Not the one that’s hanging out there now. Somebody switched them.”
“Why would they do that?”
“Maybe they needed to borrow the clothes.”
“You didn’t tell your dad any of this, did you?”
“I told him everything. The parts I know, at least.”
“You didn’t tell him I thought I was being haunted—”
“He loved that part,” Jett said. “I thought he was going to laugh right into his coffee. Good old Dad. He can’t handle any alternate reality unless it’s caused by drugs.”
“You shouldn’t talk that way. Mark loves you.”
“Yeah, but he loves drugs more. I could see it in his eyes. He’s still just a smoke monkey, despite all the big talk about being strong for the family. About letting go and letting God and all that bullshit. But you’ve heard that line plenty of times, huh?”
Katy left the room, dishes piled against her waist and butter smeared on her blouse. She didn’t want Jett to see her tears.
They should get out of the house. Pile into the Subaru and drive down to Florida, stay with Katy’s mom for a while, dig in the flower garden and get sane. She needed time to sort things out. Rushing into a bad marriage was one thing, but dragging Jett along made it ten times worse. And now she was hallucinating, or maybe cracking up.
Yet the smell of lilacs was real. It was strong in the kitchen, heady and thick, as if Rebecca had walked through the room only moments earlier. But Rebecca was dead. She’d had her head sheared off in a car crash. Rebecca wasn’t keeping house any longer, nor was she brushing her invisible hair. No scarecrow slept in the attic. The man in the black hat was probably Odus, dropping in at odd hours to catch up on chores. Jett had merely seen a shadow, a trick of the moonlight, and her youthful imagination did the rest. 
They couldn’t both be going crazy.
But the goats were real. They were cunning and sinister and dangerous. Gordon talked about them as if they were family, and he showed them more affection than he showed his own wife and stepdaughter. He tended and nurtured his flock, but offered no warmth to the humans living in his house.
“Mom,” Jett said from the doorway.
Katy was at the sink, elbow-deep in suds. The clock on the wall read a quarter before six. She’d been standing there fifteen minutes. Only two plates stood in the dish rack, and she could see her blurred reflection in the nearest. For a flicker of an instant, she appeared dark-haired, smiling, eyes as mysterious as those in the locket she’d found in the attic. Rebecca’s face had superimposed itself over hers, and a ragged rim of flesh encircled her neck.
She reached up to touch the wound, but found only the lump in her throat.
“You’re blanking out again,” Jett said.
“No, I’m not. Everything’s fine. We’ll get through this—” Katy couldn’t bring herself to finish. It was all hollow; the whole new life she’d tried to build was just a stack of cards waiting for a breeze. She despised cooking, and God had invented the dishwasher for a reason. These clothes were too cheerful and bold, too goddamned chirpy.
She was trying to be someone else. Someone whose head had never been found.
“Jett, I think we need to leave.”
“You mean go back to Dad’s?”
“No. That wouldn’t be right. But I can’t stay in this house another minute.”
“What about Gordon?”
“I’ll call him later.”
Jett grinned, the first real joy she’d shown since moving to Solom. “Wow, Mom. I’m impressed. You’ve really got some balls.”
“So to speak.” Katy turned off the water. She didn’t even set the dirty dishes in the sink to soak. Let Gordon wash his own damn dishes. It was his house, after all. His and his dead wife’s.
“Go upstairs and throw some things in your backpack,” she said, the weariness lifting from her body. “Clothes, toothbrush, pajamas. Just enough stuff for a few days. We’ll come back and get the rest after I’ve had a chance to talk with Gordon.”
Jett raced across the room and lifted her arm, open-palmed. Katy did the same and Jett leaped and slapped a high five. “You rock, Mom. I love you.”
“A hug and a kiss aren’t cool enough?”
Jett hugged her and gave her a quick kiss on the cheek. “Ooh, gross, Mom. Where did you get that stinky perfume?”
“I’m not wearing perfume.”
“Smells like flowers.”
“Oh, that’s her smell. The dead woman’s.”
“Whatever. Let’s blow this backwoods Amityville and go where there’s traffic, noise, and people.”
Katy followed Jett up the stairs, wondering if she was making another mistake. She had probably stayed in her relationship with Mark several years too long, but what if she was skipping out before she’d given Gordon a chance? No doubt Gordon could explain everything and ease their fears, show them that ghosts weren’t real and scarecrows were nothing but straw and cloth.
No, he’d had plenty of chances. Katy couldn’t love him or even trust him, despite his pledge to protect her and take care of Jett. All she had to do was imagine his face during that morning they’d had intercourse, when he’d opened his eyes and seemed shocked to find her on top of him. As if he was expecting someone else.
Gordon—and Solom—would just have to get along without her.
 



 
CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
 
 
Jett tucked a stone-washed denim jacket, a pair of black stockings, and a sweat suit into her backpack. She looked around the room. She’d never really settled into this place. Maybe it was Gordon’s dreariness hanging over the entire house, or the faceless generations of Smiths who had lived in this room before her. A Johnny Depp poster and a diaphanous black scarf over the lampshade didn’t make a place any more inviting to a Gothling.
Mom had said to hurry, so Jett flipped through the CD stack. She passed over the Bella Morte, Marilyn Manson, Nine Inch Nails, the music that had once seemed to match her mood. Now it all seemed so childish. Nihilism was great when it was part of a stage character, like make-up and black-leather props and facial piercings. But when you had stared nothingness in the face, and it stared right back and grinned, then the romanticism was lost.
Jett nudged the CDs aside and plucked up some of her mother’s favorites. Echo and the Bunnymen, XTC, The Replacements. Seemed like music to escape by, stuff that let you be yourself with no questions asked. Songs that made you feel stoned without drugs.
She crammed a couple of changes of day clothes in the bag. She didn’t know if she’d ever see this room again, or the rest of her stuff. It depended on how well Gordon handled Mom’s leaving. He might go postal and come after them with both guns blazing, or he might just as easily sit by the fire with a glass of wine, intellectualizing the reality of abandonment. That was the problem with Gordon. He didn’t seem human, so you couldn’t expect a human reaction.
Jett suffered a moment of wistfulness over the pot the goat had stolen. It never hurt to have an escape plan. But what good was escape when you eventually had to break back into the place from which you’d fled? Whether it was Solom or your own head?
It was time to look reality in the face, without a haze of smoke or bleary eyes to cloud her perception.
And reality was a creepy stranger in a black hat, a gooned-out living scarecrow, a goat that sniffed your skin like you were apple pie, a ghost that haunted your mom, and a psycho stepdad.
This was weirder than any drug trip. Those would all be memories one day, and the more time that passed, the less she’d be able to believe them. But maybe it was Solom that was stoned. Maybe this whole piece of screwed-up real estate had smoked a God-sized bowl of Strange.
Textbooks lay scattered across the desk. No need to worry about that geography test next week. The sun was touching the mountains, and the first long shadows reached between the curtains. She wanted to be out of Solom before dark, and would bet her leather bracelet that Mom felt the same way.
Jett snatched Captain Boo off the bed, flung the backpack over her shoulder, and ran down to meet Mom at the car.
 



 
CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
 
 
Jett opened the door to find Gordon standing there in the hall outside her room.
“Where do you think you’re going, Jessica?” he said, hands on his hips, blocking the hallway.
“Um, out for a drive with Mom.”
Gordon grinned, and it looked like the expression of a cartoon possum, eyes narrow behind his thick lenses. “Mrs. Smith isn’t driving anywhere. She told me so.”
He doesn’t know her name? Jett looked wildly around. Gordon looked so psycho he might have tied up Mom and shoved her in the trunk. “Where is she?”
“In the attic. Going through some old things.”
Jett leaned to the side and looked past Gordon. The linen closet door was shut tight. The closet was too small for the attic ladder to unfold without the door open. Either Gordon was lying or else he’d shut the access door with Mom up there. But why would Mom go up there, especially after the ghost had scared her silly?
Jett decided Gordon was lying, and figured that deserved a lie in return. “I was smoking pot that time in the barn,” she said. “When I saw—I mean, thought I saw—the scarecrow the first time. I guess I just freaked out.”
Gordon’s eyes narrowed. “You know the rules. No drugs in this house.”
“Well, technically the drugs weren’t in the house.”
“I’ll have no sass from you, young lady. You’re a member of this family now. You’re expected to act like a Smith.”
Jett’s cheeks flared red in defiance. “You’ll never be my dad, no matter how hard you try. And I’ll never be a goddamned Smith.”
Gordon reached out as if to grab her arm, but she ducked past, slinging the backpack around. She tried to crawl between his legs but he brought his knees together, clamping her like an oversize vise grip. Her sides ached from the pressure, but she wiggled while he reached down to her. Gordon was shouting, his voice scarcely recognizable. Some of his words sounded like Latin, intoned like the traditional liturgy of a Catholic priest. Like something out of “The Exorcist” or some Goth band’s hokey attempt at demonic incantations.
Gordon had one of her boots, but they were recently polished and he lost his grip. She kicked free and crawled on her hands and knees down the hall, her mind blank except for the unbidden thought: How could Mom have been dumb enough to fall for this psycho?
Then she regained her footing and sprang forward, launching herself down the stairs three steps at a time, clutching Captain Boo. She toyed with the idea of sliding down the railing, but there was a large wooden sculpture on the bottom newel post, and Jett pictured herself breaking a leg, lying there flopping and moaning on the landing while Gordon loomed over her.
What would he do to her? Even if he knew they were running out on him, which wasn’t likely, considering what a wet mop Mom had been lately, surely he wouldn’t do anything worse than scream and yell. Yet he had tried to physically restrain her upstairs, and she’d heard some guys went into possessive red rages when a woman ditched them. His heavy shoes punished the stairs behind her.
When she reached the first floor, she dared a backward glance and suffered an acid flashback.
At least, she hoped that’s what it was, because a woman was floating—floating!—behind Gordon.
She was thin as threads, almost invisible, and she was pulled forward as if riding Gordon’s draft. Her lack of flesh was almost as startling as the fact that she had no head.
Jett hadn’t seen anything that bizarre on her actual acid trips and couldn’t imagine how a flashback could be so intense and disturbing. But she also accepted the supernatural as just a fact of Solom. And in a weird way, she was glad to have proof that Mom wasn’t cracking up.
Of COURSE there’s a ghost in this house. Why wouldn’t there be, when creepy scarecrows live in the attic and the barn, when goddamned goats scarf your dope and try to eat your ass, when a man in a black hat peeps in your windows?
Jett was nearly out of breath when she reached the front door, but she had twenty feet on Gordon—and thirty feet on the headless ghost. She threw open the door and was racing across the porch when she saw them.
Goats, dozens of them, a veritable army of horny-headed stink factories, staring at her with their weird, glittering eyes. They blocked Jett’s path to the driveway and surrounded the car. Mom sat in the driver’s seat, clawing her cheeks in anxiety. One of the goats lowered its head and gave the driver’s side door a solid thwack with its horns and forehead.
“Going somewhere?” Gordon said behind Jett, and she could hear the smile in his voice.
 


 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
 
 
“Damn, damn, damn.” Katy beat the steering wheel as the goat rammed its head against the door a second time. Another goat, this one a hoary old-timer, with gray and white streaked among the brown patches on its face, reared up and settled its front hoofs on the bumper and glared at Katy over the hood.
She’d tucked her suitcase in the trunk and had just closed the front door when the goats appeared. She had looked over the driveway and the gravel road, checking things out before fleeing, and the coast had been clear. Admittedly, she’d been looking for Gordon’s SUV and not goats. She figured he was still out making whatever weird rounds he kept on Sunday evenings.
The goats had appeared out of nowhere. First had come Abraham, the only one she could distinguish because of the horn that corkscrewed crazily behind his right ear. Abraham had waltzed down from the pasture like a show pony, in high spirits, even kicking up and clicking his back hooves. Katy had grinned at that one, even though Abraham had broken out of the fence. That was Gordon’s problem now, not hers. Katy mourned briefly for the perennials she’d planted along the front porch, the forsythia, hosta, and snowball bushes that the goat would no doubt munch, but this wasn’t her house any more.
It was never your house. It was Rebecca’s.
She’d checked her watch and noted it was a quarter after seven. She debated running into the house and getting Jett. She’d also forgotten to call her mother and announce their unexpected arrival. When she looked up from her watch, three goats came around the house like a gang of gunfighters in a spaghetti western. That was when the first alarm had gone off inside her head, an insistent, irritating beeping.
Then she saw the rear of Gordon’s vehicle, parked behind the barn. How long had he been there?
She was about to open the door when the rear-view mirror revealed a half-dozen more goats, popping up as if they had formed from smoke. She didn’t like the look of their eyes. And while she hadn’t quite believed they were dangerous before, despite her own bizarre encounters—after all, a goat was an herbivore, not a carnivore, right?—she accepted it now, because the goats moved with a common intent, as if they shared the same mind and the same hunger.
When Jett opened the front door, Katy wanted to scream at her to go back inside the house. Then she saw Gordon behind Jett, and the ghost—Rebecca—behind him, and decided goats were the lesser of three evils. Jett paused at the edge of the porch, clearly sizing up her chances of making it to the car. By now dozens of goats filled the yard, their restless legs kicking up dust, their hooves pawing the ground, ears twitching.
Katy needed to improve the odds a little. As the butthead slammed her car door for the third time, she turned over the ignition key. The Subaru engine roared to life, and she threw the gear shift into drive and hit the gas.
The goat perched on the bumper (for some reason, the name “Methuselah” came to mind) lost its balance and bounced off the grill with a meaty thump. Gravel spat from beneath the rear wheels like Uzi slugs, and startled goats emitted bleats of surprise and pain. The fishtailing rear of the Subaru slewed into a small group of the creatures, scattering them like soft bowling pins. Katy heard limbs snap, and a stray horn clacked against a side window and caused the glass to spider web.
Some of the goats danced out of the way, their long, angular faces almost comical with those obscene eyes set deep beneath heavy brows. Katy navigated an arc, parking the passenger’s side door at the foot of the porch steps. She leaned over and flung the door open as Jett hopped toward the car. Gordon looked shattered, as if he wanted to cry but couldn’t find any water in his dried-up heart. Katy would almost have felt sorry for him, but she was pretty sure he was distraught over the dead and injured goats and not over losing his wife.
“Hell, yeah, Mom, you rock,” Jett said as she climbed into the front seat. Katy was already pulling away before the door closed. “Grand Theft Auto, yo.”
The goats had by now figured out a monstrous steel predator was in their midst, and they had parted like the waves of the Red Sea.
“Moses,” Katy said. “Did he have goat named Moses?”
“That one,” Jett said, pointing to the left. “The one with the black hairs in its beard.”
Katy veered out of the way and clipped Moses head-on. The goat bounced up on the hood and pressed against the windshield. For one horrifying second, Moses glared through the glass at Katy, as if admonishing her for breaking some unwritten commandment. Then he rolled to the side and was flung from the car, which was by now halfway down the drive to the Ward house. When Katy checked the mirror, Moses was flopping and flailing on the dirt road.
“Sweet!” Jett yelled, as if this were a sequel to “Thelma and Louise,” only this time co-written by Federico Fellini and George Romero.
“Fasten your seatbelt,” Katy said, her hands no longer trembling. She hadn’t had time to be frightened, but now the reverse endorphins were kicking in and the blood drained from her face, her bruised eye throbbing.
“I saw your ghost,” Jett said after obeying the parental command. She put her backpack in the floor between her legs, opened it, and rummaged while Katy aimed for the paved highway.
“It’s not my ghost,” Katy said to her. “I’m still very much alive, thank you.”
“Look out!” Jett screamed and Katy glanced ahead to see the Scarecrow Man standing in the driveway, surrounded by a dozen goats, blocking their escape. While Moses had been no obstacle, this was like a phalanx that she wasn’t even sure the car would penetrate without a serious impact.
She swerved hard, too late, and the Subaru bounced over a hump into a gulley, sliding sideways toward the creek fifteen feet below. The car slammed against a stand of locust trees and shuddered to a halt.
And the world went as black as the bottom of an October night.
 



 
CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
 
 
When Mark Draper arrived at the Smith house, both vehicles were gone from the driveway. He knocked on the front door with no answer, and then walked around the house. He didn’t know how Gordon Smith would react to trespassing, but a tingling at the base of Mark’s skull told him something was wrong. After hearing Jett’s stories and seeing the dead boy in the water wheel, he was willing to believe his paranoia was real and not a side effect of withdrawals.
Mark was about to drive back to the general store to call the sheriff’s department when he saw the barn. The doors were swung wide, and the gate was open. Twin tire tracks led into the old wooden structure, and the tracks looked fresh. That was where Jett had been attacked by the scarecrow and the goats, and he figured he’d at least take a peek.
He owed her that much. He hadn’t believed her this morning. Now he realized, maybe for the first time in his life, that he expected her to lie. Because she’d learned it from him. Along with other bad habits. His failure cast a bigger ripple than a mere broken marriage and a troubled childhood, because Jett would be carrying that bad karma with her even after Mark was worm food.
As he approached the gate, he noticed splotches of blood on the gravel driveway. The blood led into the barn.
“Damn,” Mark whispered, breaking into a jog even though his knees were trembling. Dusk seemed to settle more heavily with each step, and the dark heart of the barn beckoned him like a carnival funhouse. Chickens emitted clucks from a row of cages along the front of the barn, and in the otherwise brooding silence, the clamor added to his uneasiness. What if the blood was Jett’s? And what if something had happened to her just because he didn’t believe her?
The wet drops reflected in the scant light that leaked through the doors and windows. Mark followed them to a set of narrow wooden stairs, where the drops were larger and stood out like black paint against the gray, bleached boards. Mark hesitated only a second, making sure none of the goats that Jett had talked about were around.
Man-eating goats.
That was about as loopy an idea as, say, a dead boy crying for help. He shivered and ascended the stairs, stepping as carefully as he could. Even missing a shoe, his footfalls sounded like the beating of a kettle drum. Or maybe the noise was his pulse pounding through his temples. He leaned against the wall for balance, not trusting the skinny, cock-eyed railing.
His hand brushed cloth and a dusty snuff of dried straw and chicken manure assailed his nostrils. He fought off a sneeze, eased up another few steps, and his hand struck cold metal. He ran his hand along the smooth length and came to wood, then back up into a metal tip. A pitchfork. Mark lifted it free of its support and checked its weight. The curve of the tines made it awkward to handle in the confined space, but the tool gave Mark a sense of security.
At the top of the stairs, the blood had pooled on a short landing, as if whatever—or whomever—was injured had struggled to open the door that must lead to the hayloft. The blood gave off a bright, warm smell that reminded Mark of seawater. He tried the latch, and his hand came away slick and moist. He wiped his hand on his slacks and eased the latch up. The door swung open with a slow groan of hinges.
The hayloft access was open on the far side of the barn, and the first glimmers of moonlight cast the pastures and surrounding hills in silver, as if the scene had been electroplated. The air was rich with chaff and the sweet smell of early dew. Mark was tempted to call out for Jett, but what if someone was holding her prisoner? The scarecrow thing, or whatever? Or the creepy stalker in black he’d seen in the photos?
Mark hefted the pitchfork and held the sharp tines in front of him, taking careful steps forward. Something could be hiding in the hay bales to either side of him, and he couldn’t swivel the steel points fast enough if he were jumped. Light from the gaps in the boards threw lustrous stripes across the floor, giving the illusion of prison bars. Mark was in the middle of the hayloft when he glanced out the window and saw Gordon’s Chevy Suburban parked behind the barn.
The big SUV appeared to have been driven through a section of fence, because barbed wire curled around it and a broken fence post lay across the hood. The vehicle’s driver’s side door was open, and the cab appeared empty. Mark was edging toward the window for a closer look when he heard a whisper of movement behind him, the soft rattling of corn husks or the stirring of a rodent. He spun, the pitchfork causing him to lose his balance.
Silhouetted against the red spill of dying sunlight was a man in a straw hat that was dented and torn, with stray sprigs of reeds sticking out at odd angles.
Mark squinted, trying to pool enough light in his pupils to make out the face. It appeared to be covered by a rough, grainy cloth. The rest of the clothing was ragged, with frayed strips fluttering in the breeze that carried the smell of autumnal decay from the valley outside.
“Where’s Jett?” Mark said, his voice thick from dust.
The man didn’t move.
The Scarecrow Man, Jett had said.
Mark took two steps forward, and then went weightless, and he pushed the handle of the pitchfork across his chest as he realized he was falling. A square was cut in the floor, wide enough to drop through a bale of hay –or a man—and his rib cage banged, and then his chin, as he kicked to keep himself upright. The floor couldn’t be more than twenty feet below, but it was hard ground, packed by the hooves of generations of animals.
And as Mark struggled to keep a grip on the pitchfork, fighting to keep his elbows on the long wooden handle, he was suddenly sure that goats—man-eating goats—were milling down below him, as silent as sharks cruising a chum-stained sea. He could hear their bleats and sighs and smacking lips.
He pushed his legs out, swinging like a drunken gymnast in a surreal Olympics, and then lifted himself until his belly was across the wooden handle. He reached out one hand and found the hayloft floor, his index finger ripped by a protruding nail. Blood trickled down his finger to the pad of his hand, where it fell to the barn floor below.
The unseen movement beneath him increased in intensity, and hooves padded softly in the dirt. But that didn’t matter, because he had his balance and then his other hand was gripping a floor board and he pulled himself forward, forward, and then he had a knee on the floor and he was going to make it—
He looked up to see the Scarecrow Man standing over him, a crescent moon of metal arced above its straw hat. Mark couldn’t be sure, but the burlap face seemed to be grinning. Then the scythe swept down, slicing into Mark’s left wrist all the way to the bone. The whole arm went numb, but he kept a grip with his right hand, even though his blood pressure plummeted and his skin grew cold. As the blade swooped down to reap its sick harvest a second time, Mark let go, and as he fell, he concentrated on Jett’s face but all he saw was the long, endless tunnel of a final failure.
 



 
CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE
 
 
Jett was the first to return to consciousness, although she might have never left it.
It all seemed a jumbled dream now, except the pain in her leg. She flexed it—it wasn’t broken but it was plenty bent—and then heard Katy moan. Jett instantly came fully alert and it all came rushing back. She brushed little squares of broken glass from her mom’s hair and shook her gently. “Mom! Mom!”
Katy’s green eyes snapped wide open. “Just like Rebecca! This is how she died. She wrecked and then…he cut off…”
“But we’re not dead yet.” Yet.
Jett struggled free of her seatbelt and looked around at the trees, their autumnal splendor filtering the sunset into a golden-red glow. She didn’t see any movement, but she knew the Scarecrow Man and his freaky flock would be on them in no time. She released Katy’s seatbelt. “Can you move?”
Katy wriggled her limbs, groaned and winced, and then said. “Yeah.”
“Great. Now can you run?”
The car was leaning with the driver’s side door pinned against a tree trunk, so Jett opened her door and lifted it with her legs. “Hurry.”
Katy scrambled past her, glass falling from her as she climbed. She had a puffy welt on her forehead but otherwise seemed to be in one piece. Although Jett was pretty sure the goats would have something to say about that once they closed in. After Katy emerged from the car, she held open the door so Jett could get free. Jett gave one sad glance back at Captain Boo, issued a silent promise that she’d return, and then dropped to the muddy forest floor.
“Which way?” Jett said.
The creek was shallow and offered a natural downhill route, but the laurels and doghobble were so thick along its banks that it looked impenetrable. Plus it was already dark down in there, and the trickling water sounded like giggles. Jett was relieved when Katy said, “Up there. We’ll be better off out in the open.”
Katy grabbed Jett’s wrist and helped her ascend the slope. Beyond the trees, the sunset illuminated the farm—the barn, the house, and the garden.
“Is that Dad’s car?” Jett said, pointing to the distant driveway.
But Katy was looking behind them, and Jett turned, too. The goats were approaching, as silent and sinister as tigers. And among them stood the Scarecrow Man, his scythe in silhouette against the red sky.
“Go toward the house,” Katy said. “And hurry.”
“You mean where Psycho Gordon and the headless ghost are waiting for us?”
“Right. What about the barn?”
They could see goats milling restlessly around the barnyard. “Doesn’t look good.”
“Come on,” Katy said, jogging across the pasture.
Great. She’s headed for the cornfield. I’ve got a bad feeling the Scarecrow Man will have home field advantage in there.
But Jett had to admit, the other options weren’t that great. Maybe in the corn they would be concealed long enough to figure out their next move. She wondered if the goats had a strong-enough sense of smell to track them down. Like bloodhounds.
They climbed over the fence at the edge of the pasture, negotiating the strands of barbed wire interspersed with hog wire. Jett experienced a moment of panic when her jacket snagged on a barb. She ripped it free with Katy’s help and then they were in the rows, where the stalks crackled and the wind whispered among the dried tassels. Jett felt a little safer with the fence between them and the goats, although she knew that wires didn’t stop the Scarecrow Man. The creature might very well be already stalking them. Ha ha. The pun didn’t seem the least bit funny.
“What’s Dad doing here?” Jett whispered. Getting away from that haunted farmhouse and tumbling around in the car crash seemed to have brought Katy back to her senses. Jett was glad to see the old Mom back—even if they might not live long enough to get reacquainted.
“Maybe you worried him with your scary stories,” Katy said, ducking so that she wouldn’t be visible above the corn.
“Maybe you worried him with your hillbilly Stepford Wife act.”
“Was I really that out of it?”
“Gosh, Mom. You were, like, into recipes.”
They were now fifty yards into the cornfield, deep enough that they couldn’t make out any buildings. The mountain ridges were capped with the lava of sunset, but the valley was growing darker, the half-moon already visible against the purple ceiling of the sky. Soon Jett wouldn’t be able to see Mom—or the Scarecrow Man.
“If Mark’s over there, I hope he’s okay,” Katy said, taking Jett’s hand and leading her down a narrow row of corn. “We should go help him.”
“Yeah, except I can’t even tell which way to go.”
They squatted and listened, and all around them came crunching and rustling as the goats closed in.
“I think we’re the ones that need help,” Jett whispered.
 



 
CHAPTER FORTY
 
 
Mark jerked awake with a searing pain in his wrist and wet noses poking at him.
At first he thought he was coming to the surface after one of his renowned, historic blackout binges. But the fiery agony that throbbed with each heartbeat usually hammered his skull instead of his arm. Then it came back to him in a rush—the man with the scythe.
Mark rolled to his feet, sensing more than seeing the animals that surrounded him. Goats.
They gathered around him, the stench of their fur heavy in the air, butting and shoving him. A rough, damp texture stoked his injured arm. A tongue?
Mark pushed the goat away and gripped his wound. Blood was oozing from the opening, and he knew it was bad. He flexed his fingers. At least the tendons weren’t snipped, but he would go into shock if he didn’t stem the flow.
A pair of horns butted him in the back, driving him to his knees, and hooves stomped inches from his face on the hard dirt floor.
Mark crawled toward the lesser gray that marked the barn’s exterior. He wasn’t sure how long he’d been unconscious, but the sun had slipped lower in the sky and given way to the moon.
Then he remembered why he was here.
Jett. Katy. Jesus Christ, what has Solom done to them?
Mark rose to his feet, using his good arm to steady himself against the flank of a goat. Eight or ten of the animals surrounded him, and as he felt another damp snout and a flick of a long tongue, he realized their intent.
They want my blood. Like vampire goats from hell.
Mark had suffered an endless number of bad drug trips and freak-outs and crashes, but nothing had ever prepared him for such a real-life horror show. He waded through the animals, holding his wounded arm high, which also slowed the leaking blood. A couple of the goats reared up and planted their hooves on his chest, trying to climb him. Mark kicked and wriggled until he was out of the pack and running for the open spaces.
Outside the barn, he could see the dark hulk of the house with its lighted squares of windows. He wondered if Jett and Katy were inside. The psycho with the scythe would have had plenty of time to come down from the barn loft and go after them.
Mark slammed into the fence, unable to see it in the dark, and the barbs ripped into his skin. He fell to the ground, rolled back to his feet with the hooves thundering behind him, and found a leaning locust post. He scrambled over it, jamming his feet against the strands of wire and then somersaulting to the other side. Woozy, he sat up, ripped off his shirt, and wrapped it around the gash in his arm. If he lost any more blood, he’d pass out, and then Jett and Katy would be on their own.
Gordon will protect them.
But he couldn’t convince himself of that, especially the way Jett had described her stepdad’s behavior. No, it was time for him to step up. To pay them back for all of the failures. He’d made lots of empty promises, but this time he was going to keep one. Even if he died in the process, he was going to make a sacrifice for once.
He recalled Dick, his sponsor, repeating a mantra of recovery: “Do the next right thing.”
Mark staggered to his feet, ignoring the excruciating bolts of pain that flashed up his arm. The goats crowded against the fence, straining against the strands of wire, whining and bleating with an unnatural hunger. He gripped the makeshift bandage between his teeth and tightened the knot with a yank of his head. His wrist flared with liquid electricity and he bit back a scream.
As he lurched toward the house, he repeated a name over and over, like the chugging of a sick locomotive climbing a final hill: Jett Jett Jett.
 



 
CHAPTER FORTY-ONE
 
 
This is all my fault.
Katy accepted that fact, although she didn’t have time to run down the list of mistakes that had led them to a dark cornfield with a killer scarecrow and his flock of hungry beasts closing in. All she knew was that Jett was going to get out of this mess, one way or another.
She’d never been in the cornfield before. She’d picked up the “off limits” vibe from Gordon and had figured it was some kind of Smith male turf issue. But she’d enjoyed the view of it from the window, a sighing, swaying green sea that suggested peace in summer and a golden pool in autumn—all except for the scarecrow that had dangled from a post on the middle of the field until the stalks had grown up to conceal it.
Now she was lost, and she was afraid to raise her head up enough to look for landmarks. The corn was easily eight feet high, so she wouldn’t be able to see anything without clearing a path, and that would create noise. And noise would bring death.
Or worse.
“This way,” Katy said to Jett, with a confidence she didn’t feel. Her improvised plan was to keep moving in one direction and hope they got out of the field before the goats caught up with them. But they had to move fast and silently, because the hooves were crunching dried stalks all around them.
Jett didn’t answer but fell in behind her, both of them crouching low as they jogged through the night. There was just enough of the dying sunset left for them to navigate the row, although from time to time, Katy parted two stalks to step into the adjacent row in an attempt to throw off their pursuers.
“Do you know where you’re going?” Jett asked.
“Yes,” Katy whispered. “Out of here.”
“You think our chances will be any better in the open?”
“We’ll be able to see them coming. At least they’re not ghosts, right?”
Jett stopped behind her and Katy took a few more steps before turning. “That’s not funny,” Jett said.
A goat must have heard her, because a frantic bleat pealed over the cornfield, and the rustling of hooves paused. The twilight grew eerily silent except for the scratchy whispers of stalks rubbing together.
Then she heard Mark, muffled by distance, calling their names. He’s inside the house!
“Dad!” Jett shouted, and she took off running wildly in the direction of his voice. She slapped at the corn, plowing through it.
Katy wanted to tell her to be quiet, but that would only make more noise. Before she could follow, Jett was already out of sight, lost in the darkness. But her passage was marked by the brittle snapping of stalks.
If I can hear her, so can the—
Without warning the two goats leapt in front of Katy, cutting off her path. Katy bit back a scream. One of the goats turned and lifted its snout in Jett’s direction.
No!
Then Katy let the scream pour forth, running in the opposite direction. She slowed until she was sure the goats were following, and they bleated their rage, closing fast behind her. She kept screaming as she ran, hoping to lure them all away from Jett.
 



 
CHAPTER FORTY-TWO
 
 
No one answered Mark’s shouts.
The house felt empty, as if it were just a stage that the actors had long abandoned. He ran up the stairs, kicking open doors, not giving a damn about property damage. He found Jett’s room—the sight of her stuff scattered around the room made his heart jump with longing—and made a quick search of the closet and under the bed. Then he tried the other room on the second floor, obviously the marital bedroom. His chest was shot through with a different kind of pain as he saw Katy’s sheer nightgown lying on top of the dresser beside Gordon’s folded trousers. He hurried back into the hall and dug his cell phone out of his pocket.
No bars.
He thundered back downstairs, calling for Katy and Jett once more, turning on lights as he entered the dining room. The table was set, dishes arranged as if company was expected for dinner. In the living room, he jerked to a halt. Someone was sitting in a chair.
“Hello?” he said, squinting into the gloom while fumbling for the light switch. The person didn’t move when the room exploded with light.
It wasn’t a person. It was some sort of life-sized doll or figure, wearing an old homespun dress, arms ending in dark work gloves. The thing’s “head” was sitting in its lap, a ball of white cloth with button eyes and a thin thread for a mouth.
Freaky as hell. As freaky as that scarecrow in the barn.
He didn’t want to make a connection between the man with the scythe who’d tried to cut his arm off and this headless female scarecrow. What if a sicko was running loose who liked to play dress-up? Perhaps Jett and Katy were already dead, their bodies chopped into pieces and fed bit by bit to those goddamned goats.
Mark wasn’t ready to give up, although his arm was throbbing. A craving for some kind of painkiller surged through him, but he pushed it aside. He was going to have to do this stone cold sober.
He looked in the hall closet for some kind of weapon, hoping Gordon was like most rural males and kept a firearm handy. No such luck. Not even a golf club for self-defense. But he did find a flashlight, which he shoved into his back pocket.
Then he spied the phone sitting on a little round table at the end of the hall. He picked up the receiver, but there was no dial tone. Like the female scarecrow’s head, he was cut off.
He went back out on the porch. Light from the windows illuminated the yard, but darkness encroached all around the house. He sensed more than saw the goats pressing restlessly against the fence.
Then he heard “Dad!” in the darkness.
Jett!
He jumped off the porch, nearly lost his balance as one of his ankles twisted, and began limping toward his daughter.
Then came the screams.
 



 
CHAPTER FORTY-THREE
 
 
It took Jett a few seconds to realize Mom wasn’t behind her.
She’d assumed Mom would also run toward the house. Even though Jett was pretty sure they couldn’t count on Gordon to help them, at least Dad was on their side. With the three of them, they could kick these goats’ asses and figure out a way to get out of Solom alive.
A family. Getting through it together. Just like old times.
But when she heard Mom’s screams from the far side of the cornfield, she realized Mom must have been gotten turned around and become confused. She didn’t know whether to run back and help, or to continue running until she was out in the open where Dad could find her. At least she couldn’t hear any goats. The lights of the big farmhouse were visible through the swaying stalks, which meant she must be nearly out of the cornfield.
Get Dad, then help Mom. Two heads are better than one, right?
She took a step forward and the lighted squares of windows vanished, as if a large curtain had fallen over the house. Then she saw what stood before her.
The Scarecrow Man.
The large, curving blade of the scythe raised in silhouette against the lesser darkness of night. A muffled voice came from beneath the ragged straw hat. “The soil thirsts.”
Jett wasn’t sure what that meant, but she was pretty sure it had something to do with that blade and her blood. She jumped back as the scythe swept in an arc, chopping brittle stalks and sending leaves and chaff hurtling through the air. She felt the breeze of the metal as it passed inches from her belly.
Jett fled back the way she’d come, although she’d lost all sense of direction. It didn’t matter now. All she knew was that the blade and the Scarecrow Man were behind her, and as long as she kept running, she’d be okay. Even if it meant running forever.
She cursed her stupid little Goth boots with their big rubber heels as struggled to keep her balance amid the furrows. At least Mom had stopped screaming. Except that might not be a good sign.
That might mean she was already dead.
 



 
CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR
 
 
Katy’s ploy had worked, and the goats had followed her.
So many of the animals had gathered around her, their eyes glinting with the wet reflection of distant moonlight, that she figured the whole herd must have closed in. That was good. That meant Jett had a decent chance of escaping.
Except where is the Scarecrow Man? Why isn’t he with his goats?
And there was one other major problem with her plan: now that she was surrounded, she didn’t have a Plan B.
She backed up deeper into the corn, feeling around her in the dark. The earth was rich and fecund, moist with autumn and sweet with the impeding sleep of winter. This place had brought forth life, and now it was going to deliver death. Ashes to ashes, blood to mud.
She stumbled into the sagging stack of cloth and screamed, beating away as the cottony arms hugged her. The Scarecrow Man!
Then she felt something solid beneath it as she punched the straw-stuffed creature. Wood?
She froze and realized the scarecrow wasn’t trying to grab her. It was hanging limply from its pole, the wide-brimmed hat lowered over its hidden face.
I must be in the center of the cornfield. But who hung the scarecrow back up here?
She didn’t have time to worry about that now. She wrestled the scarecrow down from the pole and flung it to the ground, and then threw her weight against the pole. Once she worked it loose, she wriggled it back and forth until she was able to slide the tip from its hole in the ground. The goats were closing in again, snorting and sighing, confused by her burst of activity.
She freed the pole and tested its heft. It was about eight feet long and thick, weighing maybe fifteen pounds. She wouldn’t be able to swing it effectively amid the thick vegetation, but at least she felt better holding a weapon. She was about to test it on the nearest goat, which was approaching with his horns lowered, when she sensed movement behind her.
Jett? She couldn’t have gotten back here so fast.
And then she realized the scarecrow was standing.
Not just standing, but walking.
Toward her.
 



 
CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE
 
 
Mark entered the cornfield, slapping at the stalks, cursing under his breath. His wrist and his ankle were competing to see which could send the most severe jolts of pain through his central nervous system, colliding in a wall of torture that was almost numbing. His throat was parched, and the thick dust in the air didn’t help. He croaked Jett’s name as he wandered in the direction of her voice.
When he heard Katy’s scream, he realized he had a choice to make. The maniac with the blade would probably not be able to kill both Katy and Jett if they were separated, at least not at the same time. All Mark had to do was distract the killer long enough for them to escape. It didn’t matter what happened to him. He’d made the selfish choice long enough, and they had suffered for it. Now it was his turn to suffer.
But he wouldn’t do Katy much good if he was a hundred yards away from her. He yanked the flashlight from his pocket and switched it on. The beam would ruin his element of surprise, but considering the racket he was making by limping and staggering around, that wasn’t much of a loss. And maybe the light would distract the killer and make him come after Mark instead.
“Dad?” Jett called, somewhere to his right, but not too far away. Maybe forty yards.
“Be quiet, honey,” Mark shouted. “He’ll hear you.”
“Yes, I will,” said the blob of darkness just in front of him, and the Scarecrow Man swung the blade.
It struck Mark high in the shoulder, cleaving flesh and knocking into bone. The flashlight flew from his hand and cast a crazy yellow etching against the sky as it tumbled. Blood rolled down his back and arm, its warmth palpable in the cool night. He could smell his own steam as he dropped to the dirt.
His vision went gray and the pain was so deep and bright and electric that it was almost like a heroin high. Except he knew the cold turkey of withdrawal that waited on the other side would be icy and final.
With the last of his fading strength, he grabbed for the handle of the scythe. His fingers clutched wood, but the Scarecrow Man freed his weapon with little effort.
“The soil thirsts,” the man said.
Gordon?
Mark rolled onto his back, half his body gone numb. He sucked in a lungful of air but his chest felt like poured cement. “You…crazy…fuck. Leave my…family alone.”
“They’re my family now,” Gordon said from behind the burlap mask. “Part of Solom. Just like you will be.”
He shook the scythe, and blood rained down on Mark. The flashlight had settled in the dirt so that the Scarecrow Man was in the circle of its beam, like a spotlight on a stage magician. His gloved hands gripped the handle of the scythe. The straw hat and ragged clothes were strange enough, but the burlap mask with the burned eye holes was more horrible than any drug-induced hallucination Mark had ever suffered. Mark tried to picture the professor’s jowly face behind the mask, but he couldn’t even convince himself this thing was human.
He was done for. He accepted that. Even with medical help, shock would claim him long before he could even be packed into an ambulance. The best thing he could do now was delay this psycho for enough precious seconds to allow Katy and Jett to escape. He tried to kick the creature, but he was only able to slide his leg six inches across the ground. Gordon laughed.
“Your blood will nourish the soil,” Gordon said. “But it’s going to take all you have. And then some.”
Mark spat and it tasted like coins. He sucked in an agonizing breath. “Go to hell.”
“I am, and I have company.”
Mark heard rustling among the stalks. He swiveled his neck to see, but then his strength faded and all he could do was stare up at the faint ceiling of stars high above and hope a merciful God hid somewhere above it.
Ah, hell, at least I’ll die sober. That’s miracle enough.
 



 
CHAPTER FORTY-SIX
 
 
Katy lifted the pole as the scarecrow approached her.
But as she peered at the silhouette, the outline of its face grew brighter and appeared beneath the brim of the black hat that sat atop it. The skin was the color of the moon, pocked with just as many craters and with permanent darkness lurking just behind it. There was no burlap to disguise it, and the eyes were like hellish swirls of lava boiling up from a volcano’s belly. The man’s suit was of ill-fitting black wool, frayed and tattered as if the man had crawled up from an ancient, stony grave.
Katy lifted the pole, prepared to swing it at the menacing figure. The goats had stepped away from her and grown docile, no longer threatening. The man took another step forward, his hand held out, palm up, as if begging for money.
“What do you want?” Katy said.
The ravaged and pale face was as silent as stone. Jett called out to her from somewhere in the cornfield and Katy answered. “Stay back, Jett!”
The goats gathered behind the dark-clad figure like a cavalry awaiting the command to charge. Katy retreated two steps, wondering if she should run. She’d rather face the Scarecrow Man with the scythe than this mute and morbid creature.
The black lips cracked open. “You will know them by their fruits.”
“Oh my God, Mom!’’ Jett yelled from nearby. “Is that the creepy preacher?”
“Preacher?” Katy yelled back, not surprised that Jett had disobeyed her order to stay away. “Do you know this man?”
“You’ll know him by his fruits, right?” Jett was maybe twenty yards away now, grinding through the grist of vegetation.
Katy’s motherly instinct guided her between her daughter and the “creepy preacher.” Is this Gordon’s ancestor? The DEAD ancestor?
She braced for the coming stampede of the goats but they no longer seemed agitated, much less possessed and ravenous. Katy elevated the scarecrow pole before her, the sharp, muddy tip pointed toward the man. Light radiated from his exposed skin, weak as a paper lantern, like some sort of walking astral projection.
His hand was still extended, unnaturally steady, as if he had all the time in the world. Maybe even longer.
“What do you want?” Katy grunted between clenched teeth.
The face crinkled, the eyes narrowing. “I want what is mine.”
Jett burst into the trampled clearing, muttering a curse before moving behind Katy.
“Where’s your dad?” Katy asked her, not taking her eyes off the man.
“Don’t know. He was in the cornfield, but—”
“But I reaped him,” came a voice, and a dark silhouette separated from the surrounding rows and stepped into the circle of dull light illuminated by the preacher’s skin.
The Scarecrow Man.
Blade raised high and dripping red.
 



 
CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN
 
 
“Holy shit,” Jett said, and her mom didn’t correct her.
Although “unholy shit” might have been a better call.
Mom had a pointy stick, and that was good, but it wasn’t much against an eerie preacher, a scarecrow with a hunk of sharp metal, and thirty demonic goats.
And was that blood on the blade of the scythe?
The Scarecrow Man lowered the scythe handle to his waist as if preparing to sweep up a fresh harvest. The burlap face turned to the preacher. “I knew you’d return. You accepted my offering.”
“Know them by their fruits,” the preacher said.
“And I give you these fruits,” the Scarecrow Man said, edging the blade toward Katy and Jett.
Jett recognized the voice, and all the madness now made sense. Gordon had swallowed his own scarecrow legend, donned his murderer’s uniform, and chopped up Dad, and now was ready to offer his new family as a sacrifice to this creepy, waxy thing.
This farm was every bit as screwed up as she’d feared. The only bright side was that at least she hadn’t lost her mind. Solom had lost it for her.
Jett yanked her mom’s blouse and whispered, “Run.”
But Katy stood her ground. “No. I’m going to finish this.”
“But Dad—”
Jett didn’t get to complete her thought because the preacher swooshed forward like a swatch of sheet caught in a Halloween wind. Katy swung the pole at him but its wooden tip passed right through his torso.
“Know them by their fruits,” the preacher boomed. “And yours is rotten.”
The hand that the preacher had held out snatched the pole from Katy’s hands, the white snakes of fingers encircling the wood. Jett pulled Katy to the ground as Gordon swung his scythe at them, flinging drops of blood across Jett’s clothes.
The scythe’s blade whirred wildly through the air and cleaved into the preacher’s neck. His head tumbled away while the black hat caught the breeze and lifted away. The preacher’s headless body stood there for a moment, spewing ethereal milk.
“Noooooo,” Gordon wailed, tossing the blade to the ground and cupping his hands to catch the gushing fluid. The headless preacher thrust the pole forward and a moist sloooch pierced the chilly air.
Gordon’s burlap mask tilted down as he stared at the pole protruding from his gut. Jett searched those black burnt eyeholes for any sign of humanity, but the darkness behind them was absolute.
While Gordon wheezed and wobbled, the preacher scooped up his head and affixed it back atop his gaunt shoulders, and then walked over to his hat. Holding his head in place with one crablike hand, he plucked the black hat from the dirt and clamped it back atop his head, as if that were the glue holding him together.
Gordon sagged, but the angle of the pole kept his body from falling. He tried to reel the intruder from his abdomen, teasing out a few greasy inches, gore coating the wood. A gout of red appeared in the middle of the burlap as he coughed blood. Gasping for breath, he ripped off the mask with one hand while balancing his weight so that the pole didn’t skewer him. He no longer looked menacing. He looked more like a chubby, spoiled child whose gift of flowers had been trampled.
“I…did it for…you,” Gordon spat and sputtered to the preacher. “All of them. Even Rebecca…”
Rebecca? Mom’s ghost woman?
The goats stirred again, hooves scraping the desecrated dirt, the air rich and warm with the scent of blood. Jett tugged her mom’s arm, trying to pull her into the sane and dark concealment of the corn, but Katy shrugged her off. With a final scream of rage, Katy scrambled to her feet and shoved Gordon so hard that the pole penetrated all the way through his torso until the slimy tip was exposed.
“You killed Mark!” Katy yelled, backing away. Gordon’s eyes clouded, his face sickly pale in the ambience of the preacher’s strange glow.
“Come on, Mom,” Jett said, eyeing the goats who were now rearing and bleating and stomping.
As Katy relented and let herself be pulled from the clearing, Jett took one last look when she heard Gordon emit a bone-rattling groan.
The Horseback Preacher was hoisting up Gordon so that he hung from the pole like a scarecrow, and the goats closed in to feed.
As she and Katy put distance between themselves and the horror they’d just witnessed, Jett couldn’t tell where the bleating ended and the screaming began.
 



 
CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT
 
 
“A light,” Katy said. “Over there.”
When she’d first seen it, she’d thought they had gotten turned around in the dark rows and were back at the clearing. But the wedge of light was more orange-red than the illumination cast by the preacher’s skin. As they pushed through the stalks and grew nearer, Katy was positive it was a flashlight.
And she found it just as Jett wailed, in a chilling mockery of a goat’s bleat, “Daaaad.”
Katy collected the light and swiveled the beam to where Jett knelt over Mark. His eyes were closed and his mouth was slack, and he looked for all the world like a corpse. But he snorted and moaned, an ember of life still smoldering away despite the deep gouge in his shoulder.
“Hurry,” Katy said. “Put your jacket over him.”
“He’s gonna die,” Jett whispered as she obeyed.
Katy pulled her daughter’s face away from the mangled form of her father and aimed the beam so they could see each other’s faces. “Not yet.”
Jett bit her lip, smearing black lipstick, and then nodded, her eyes bright with tears but still defiant and determined. “Okay. But what if the preacher…?”
“It could have already killed us if it wanted.” Katy shucked off her blouse and ripped the cotton fabric in half, winding the two strips around Mark’s shoulder as best she could. She noted the red bandage on his wrist and wondered if he’d already lost too much blood to survive.
Jett laid her jacket across Mark’s chest and tucked the edges around him. “Maybe we could drag him,” Jett said. “At least get him out of the cornfield.”
“We better leave him here and go get help.” The house with its welcoming, lighted windows seemed miles away, but it was only a few hundred yards.
“You go,” Jett said. “I’ll stay with him.”
Katy looked back across the swaying tassels. “The goats…”
“Pretty sure they’ll be full, Mom.”
Katy nodded, handing the light to Jett. “Keep him warm.”
She galloped through the cornfield, heading straight down a dark row. Soon she burst into open meadow, and the sky that had seemed a suffocating blanket was now wide and fresh and clear, sprinkled with stars, the faint moon glinting in the dewy grass. Reaching the house, she ran through the open door and grabbed the phone.
Dead.
As she passed the living room, she glanced inside and saw the scarecrow sitting in the chair. She gasped, thinking it was Gordon somehow back from the dead. Then she realized it was the female scarecrow from the attic.
Its head was now attached to its stuffed body and was reclined as if in sleep. The stitched mouth seemed to be smiling.
Rest in peace, Rebecca.
Katy switched on the porch lights, pushing back more of the darkness. She retraced her route back into the cornfield, heading toward the flashlight beam. She was glad the preacher’s aura wasn’t bright enough to reveal the mutilated silhouette of Gordon, who had finally fulfilled his deepest fantasy—he had become legend.
“What happened?” Jett said.
“Phone’s dead. Gordon must have cut the wires.”
Jett fumbled in the pocket of the leather jacket that lay across Mark. She held up her cell phone. “Twenty-first century, Mom. You ought to try living in it sometime.”
“Why didn’t you give that to me ten minutes ago?”
“The only place you can get a signal is the top floor of the barn.”
“Oh.”
Katy listened to the softly sighing Solom night for a moment.
“You chicken?” Jett said. “Want me to go?”
“I’m not chicken. I’m chickenshit.”
Katy headed back to the meadow and the dark barn that lay beyond it. She turned before she was out of sight of Jett kneeling at her father’s side.
“We’ll get through this together, just like I promised,” Katy said. “All of us. Okay?”
Jett nodded, the veil of worry lifting just enough to reveal the girl inside. “I know.”
By the time she reached the barnyard, Katy was exhausted. She wasn’t eager to battle her way through the goats. But she discovered the gate was open and the animals were gone.
She braced herself and entered the brooding barn. The only sounds were the soft clucking of roosting chickens and the creaking of old wood. She powered up the cell phone and used its light to illuminate her path up the stairs. By the time she reached the loft, she was damp with nervous sweat.
When the bars on the phone revealed she had a decent signal, she punched in 9-1-1, wondering what she was going to say.
Before she got an answer, she glanced out the window. The Horseback Preacher was mounted on a large steed, riding into the forested hills. The goats followed behind him, silent and steady and sturdy. The preacher’s ethereal head bobbed like a lantern on a wire, and she couldn’t be sure, but he seemed to tip his hat in her direction.
A crisp, direct voice came on the line. “This is 9-1-1, where are you calling from?”
Katy heard a soft, scratching whisper behind her and the sweetly decadent scent of lilacs overpowered the smell of straw and manure. Katy glanced around the loft, but she was alone.
At least as alone as she would ever be.
“Solom,” Katy said into the phone. “This is Solom.”
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