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   Part One:
 
   October 25th, Six Days ‘til Halloween
 
    
 
    
 
   When Ronnie Lancaster heard the screen door slam shut, his mind snapped back to the present, permitting him a brief respite from brooding over his problems at home. 
 
   For the past fifteen minutes, he’d been standing with the other children in the front yard of Mr. Keenan’s broken-down farmhouse (a house in dire need of a paint job, Ronnie thought). With the limited amount of patience children possess, they’d been waiting for Mr. Keenan to come outside and assign them their duties at the Pumpkin House this year.
 
   Every Halloween, Charles Keenan decorated the thirty or so square yards in front of his farmhouse with hundreds upon hundreds of jack-o’-lanterns turning his home into the main attraction for at least fifty miles in every direction. The local Halloween tradition – almost as popular as trick-or-treating in the small, rural town of Smith’s Grove – drew people from across the tri-state area of West Virginia, Ohio, and Kentucky to see what had become dubbed over the years as the Pumpkin House.
 
   Every year, in order to help carve and take care of the vast number of jack-o’-lanterns on display at the Pumpkin House, Mr. Keenan took on volunteers to assist him. Since fall break for the public schools coincided with the same week of the Pumpkin House, Mr. Keenan never had a shortage of volunteers. The children weren’t the only ones who flocked to his house to help; adults would lend a hand as well because of their love for Halloween and the Pumpkin House.
 
   Ronnie used to love Halloween. Ever since he could remember, he would get excited when Halloween rolled around each year, trying to decide what costume he wanted to wear in anticipation of going trick-or-treating. But, a couple of years ago, he’d decided he was getting too old for such childish nonsense. Halloween had lost its appeal once he no longer took part in the costumed quest for candy. 
 
   Ronnie was volunteering at the Pumpkin House this year for the sole reason that it would allow him to get away from Rick, his mother’s boyfriend.
 
   As Mr. Keenan hobbled onto the porch, Ronnie noticed how the old man used a cane to assist him with the slight limp in his right leg. Unlike a standard issue cane, this one looked more like a walking stick, although not as tall. Based on the appearance of the cane, Ronnie pictured Mr. Keenan chopping off a thick, knotted branch from an old tree to help him walk around. There was no handle on the rustic-looking cane, and Ronnie wondered how holding it didn’t cause Mr. Keenan more pain and discomfort than his apparent bad leg.
 
   Mr. Keenan shuffled slowly across the front porch, followed close on his heels by a Yellow Labrador Retriever. The dog’s fur was stained even more yellow from old age and it walked on wobbly legs, barely able to stay afoot. Mr. Keenan paused at the edge of the porch and gestured to the side with a nudge of his head. The old dog obediently plopped down in front of a pair of rocking chairs, content to lounge while his master took care of business. Mr. Keenan then turned back around to survey the children assembled in his front yard.
 
   Ronnie estimated there were at least forty kids present, ranging in ages from about eight to seventeen. Some of the kids standing closest to him were just nameless faces, but he did recognize a few of them:  Sally Roberts, Mark Owens (his mother worked with Ronnie’s mother at the Save-A-Lot on Rt. 60), Beth Michaels, Krissy Neil, and Scott Sanders with his little brother Tony. 
 
   Mr. Keenan cleared his throat, calling for the children’s attention. When he spoke, his deep, booming voice reminded Ronnie of Tree-beard, the Ent from the Lord of the Rings.
 
   “Before we get started, I want to say a few things. First, I want to thank all of you for coming out and helping this year. I hope you’re as excited as I am. We’re going to have lots of fun this week, but it’s going to be a lot of hard work too. So, if there are any of you who aren’t willing to give me 125%, go ahead and speak up so we can get you and your tomfoolery out of here right now.”
 
   Mr. Keenan paused. His roaming eyes lingered on each child a moment before moving on to the next one. Ronnie expected one of the younger kids to start giggling, but everyone remained silent, dead set on giving Mr. Keenan nothing less than the 125% he demanded of them. 
 
   “Good,” Mr. Keenan continued with a satisfied smile on his face. “Now, before I tell each of you what your responsibility is going to be, let me ask you a question. Who here can tell me how many souls live in Smith’s Grove?”
 
   As odd as the question seemed, Ronnie considered it more peculiar how Mr. Keenan referred to the inhabitants of Smith’s Grove as “souls.” It made him sound like he’d been a Bible-thumping, backwoods preacher in his younger days.
 
   Just when Ronnie thought none of the children knew the answer, he saw a small boy, no older than eight or nine, standing up front and waving his hand in the air.
 
   Mr. Keenan pointed at the boy. “Yes, Pete Jordan?”
 
   “Well, the welcome sign out by our trailer as you come into town says 700 or something like that, I think.”
 
   “According to that sign, the population of Smith’s Grove is 705 to be exact.” Mr. Keenan winked at little Pete Jordan. “And about fifteen years ago, that’s how many souls lived in Smith’s Grove. We’ve grown a little over the past few years. And right now, there are 853 souls living in Smith’s Grove right this minute. Now, what that means for us, is that we’re going to have to make 853 jack-o’-lanterns this year to put out all across my front yard.”
 
   When Mr. Keenan said the actual number of jack-o’-lanterns out loud they would be making, it made the Herculean task seem epic and unattainable in Ronnie’s opinion. But even more, Ronnie was intrigued why the number of jack-o’-lanterns had to match the exact number of people, or “souls” as Mr. Keenan referred to them, in Smith’s Grove.
 
   “Now, I’m sure you’re asking yourselves why we have to make 853 jack-o-lanterns, the same number as the number of souls in Smith’s Grove.” 
 
   Ronnie eyed the old man as if he’d just read his mind. He was confident, though, he hadn’t been the only one wondering the same question.
 
   “Well,” Mr. Keenan continued, “I can assure you there’s an important reason, and it’s not just a strange number I pull out of my frazzled mind each year. How many of you here know the history behind jack-o’-lanterns?”
 
   A girl to the left of Ronnie raised her hand, but she was immediately shot down by Mr. Keenan.
 
   “No fair, Sarah. You were here last year. Anyone else know who hasn’t come out and helped before?”
 
   No one else raised their hand. Ronnie struggled to get a better look at the girl who had raised her hand. She looked familiar to him, but he couldn’t get a good enough look at her face to figure out where he’d seen her before. 
 
   When no one else raised their hand, Mr. Keenan explained the history of jack-o’-lanterns to them. 
 
   “Well, let me tell you a little story. Used to be, a long time ago, people would see lights in the sky on Halloween, or on All Hallow’s Eve as it was called back then. Now, these lights in the sky weren’t anything like UFOs or some spaceship from Star Wars. People believed the spirits of the dead carried these lights around in the dark to help them find people to snatch away – sort of like flashlights. And the reason people could see these lights, called corpse candles or ghost-lights, was because the veil separating the world of the dead from the world of the living was at its thinnest on Halloween night, allowing the spirits of the dead to cross over into our world.”
 
   Mr. Keenan paused a moment to make sure he wasn’t losing any of the children. Although some of the younger kids had scared looks on their faces, all of them (including Ronnie) were captivated by Mr. Keenan’s story, eager for him to continue.
 
   “Now, people started putting out their own lights with scary faces on them to ward off these spirits from their homes on Halloween night. They’d carve them out of whatever crops they had handy – turnips, radishes, or whatever they grew to feed their families. Eventually, over here in the United States, when Halloween became associated with the things it did, jack-o’-lanterns (as they were called by that time) were carved out of pumpkins. And lucky for old Mr. Keenan, I just happen to grow pumpkins here on my farm. Or else I would have to shell out a good-sized chunk of money each year to pay for eight hundred plus pumpkins!”
 
   All of the children laughed at Mr. Keenan’s joke. Ronnie noted how there was just something about the old man that made you want to like him. Mr. Keenan had the same laid back and humorous nature as Ronnie’s grandfather.
 
   Once all of the children stopped laughing, the look on Mr. Keenan’s face changed from easy-going merriment to grave soberness, conveying to everyone he was going to tell them something particularly vital.
 
   “Now, old Mr. Keenan likes to carve a jack-o’-lantern for each soul in Smith’s Grove. I put out large pumpkins for adults, medium-sized ones for you kids, and even little, tiny pumpkins for the babies. Some people can call me foolish or eccentric, but I don’t care. There’s a reason why I do this and it’s an extremely important reason: to make sure on Halloween night every soul in Smith’s Grove is safe.”
 
   Mr. Keenan emphasized this final point with a rap of his cane on the front porch so there would be no doubts about his sincerity or the gravity of the situation.
 
   Ronnie found the history of jack-o’-lanterns interesting and entertaining, but he wondered how much of the story Mr. Keenan actually believed and how much of it was just a show for the little kiddies around Halloween.
 
   “Now, if no one has any questions, I can start letting everyone know what their responsibility will be at the Pumpkin House this year.”
 
   The electric sparks of excitement and enthusiasm exploded off the children. Ronnie, however, didn’t care which duty he was assigned as long as he didn’t get stuck with the task of gutting the pumpkins, a crummy job with which he was all too familiar. When he was little, his mother would “let him” scoop out the guts while she always got to carve the face.
 
   Mr. Keenan called off children’s names and assigned them their responsibilities, the group of forty children gradually dwindling down. Ronnie let out an audible sigh of relief when Mr. Keenan assigned gutting the pumpkins to Sally Roberts, Scott and Tony Sanders, and two other kids. If his name would’ve been called for that duty, he would’ve turned around and left even if volunteering allowed him to get away from his mother’s boyfriend, Rick. 
 
   As more children were assigned their duties, the anticipation was tying Ronnie’s stomach in knots while he waited for Mr. Keenan to call out his name. Finally, he was left standing with Krissy Neil, some boy he didn’t know, and the Sarah girl who had volunteered last year.
 
   “Let’s see,” Mr. Keenan said looking over the four remaining children, “Krissy Neil and Brandon Nelson. You two are going to help make sure the jack-o’-lanterns stay fresh.”
 
   As Mr. Keenan told the two children how they were going to keep the jack-o’-lanterns from turning into rotted and molded heaps of pumpkin flesh by the time Halloween night rolled around, Ronnie focused his attention on the girl named Sarah.
 
   Ronnie was wrong; he hadn’t seen her before. But there was still something familiar about her. She looked like she was a couple of years younger. Her long, dark hair fell down to the middle of her back, and she wore a Wonder Woman T-shirt and jeans. A normal enough looking girl, but Ronnie found her flip-flops with giant purple stars rather strange, suited more for the blistering summer than chilly October. 
 
   Sarah turned to face him, staring at him a moment before pointing at Mr. Keenan. She mouthed something, but Ronnie was too busy gawking at her to catch what she said.
 
   “What?” Ronnie asked in a dumb-founded voice. “I didn’t hear you.”
 
   “Sarah told you that I was speaking to you, Ronnie Lancaster.” Ronnie jerked his head back towards Mr. Keenan, his cheeks and ears flushing red.  “Are you ready to find out what your job is going to be?”
 
   Ronnie told Mr. Keenan he was ready, catching a glimpse of Sarah snickering at him.
 
   “Good.” Mr. Keenan gingerly made his way down the stairs towards them. “Because the job I have for you two is the most vital one here.”
 
    
 
   * * * 
 
    
 
   As soon as Mr. Keenan led them to the back of the farmhouse, he had to go back around front to deal with some problem with one of the carvers. He told them that he would be right back, mumbling about how the first day was always the most hectic.
 
   Ronnie and Sarah sat down at a card table already set up in the back yard, neither one of them saying a word. There was a small, flat box on the table in front of them. Ronnie was half-tempted to sneak and take a peek at what was inside the box, but he didn’t want to do anything to jeopardize helping out. The Pumpkin House would not only give him an excuse to get away from Rick for the next week, but it would also allow him to work side-by-side with this girl, who intrigued him for some reason.
 
   “So,” Ronnie said breaking the silence when it became apparent she wasn’t going to say anything, “your name’s Sarah, right?”
 
   “Yeah, Sarah Bowen. And you’re Ronnie Lancaster.”
 
   “I don’t think I’ve seen you around before.”
 
   “No, probably not. I’ve seen you before though, but I guess you just weren’t paying attention to me.”
 
   “What does that mean?” Ronnie chuckled; he immediately liked this girl, but he wasn’t sure how to take her personality yet. She had a straight-forward manner about her, but he couldn’t tell if it was playful sarcasm or straight-out rudeness.
 
   “It just means you probably had other things on your mind when I was around. Plus, you’re in the ninth grade and I’m in seventh. Most ninth graders don’t pay attention to seventh graders.”
 
   As much as he hated to admit it, Sarah was right. When you hit middle school, it seemed like cliques and divisions immediately formed – even between kids who’d been best friends in elementary school.
 
   “I guess so.” Ronnie shrugged his shoulders. He considered it ridiculous how middle school had turned boys he’d called his friends into snobby jerk-offs.
 
   “Yep,” Sarah agreed smiling at him. “So what made you volunteer to help out? Do you like Halloween?”
 
   “Not really, I haven’t liked it since I got too old to go trick-or-treating. This just gives me an excuse to get out of the house for the next week.” Ronnie quickly changed the subject, afraid it might potentially lead to a discussion about the problems between his mother and Rick. “So, you’ve done this before?”
 
   “Yep, sure did,” Sarah answered with a sparkle in her eyes. “Halloween is my favorite holiday – it’s just so cool. When we moved here a couple of years ago, I jumped at the chance to help out after I found out about the Pumpkin House. And Mr. Keenan is a neat old guy. He can be hilarious, can’t he?”
 
   “Yeah, he’s pretty funny.” Ronnie smiled as he recalled the jokes Mr. Keenan had made when he was talking to the kids.
 
   There was a pause in the conversation, but it wasn’t an awkward one when two people don’t know what to say to one another. It was the type of silence where everything which needed to be said between two people had been said, and they were fine – comfortable even – just sitting in silence and enjoying each other’s company. 
 
   Ronnie vaguely remembered feeling the same way around his father before he’d gone away, and he still sometimes felt that way with his mother. At least, he did when Rick wasn’t around.
 
   Ronnie glanced up and saw Mr. Keenan coming around the side of the house. “There’s Mr. Keenan.”
 
    “Thank goodness. I didn’t think he was ever going to come back. I don’t think I could’ve taken much more of being stuck back with just you.”
 
   Ronnie was offended at first, but he quickly realized Sarah was joking with him by the teasing look on her face.
 
   Yeah, he definitely liked Sarah Bowen.
 
   Mr. Keenan joined them at the table. Ronnie didn’t know how old he was, but he appeared to be in his eighties. Even though his face and hands were riddled with wrinkles, his steel-gray eyes appeared full of life. 
 
   Ronnie inspected Mr. Keenan’s cane more closely. Based on its unusual and unique appearance, it was as if Mr. Keenan had been walking along one day in the woods, had developed a limp for no apparent reason and without any warning whatsoever, and had then cut a branch from the first tree he’d found in order to assist him in walking with his new bad leg. But once he’d got back home, he’d continued to use the thick, knotted branch of wood for his cane instead of getting an ordinary one. And judging by the scratches on it and the weathered look of the wood, Mr. Keenan had been using the cane for twenty years or longer.
 
   At least, that’s the story Ronnie conjured up in his mind.
 
   “Now,” Mr. Keenan began, once he was situated, “let’s talk about you two. Sarah, you performed this particular duty last year, even though it was your first year volunteering, right?”
 
   Sarah nodded her head in agreement. Ronnie observed how she had a joyful, almost appreciative, look in her eyes.
 
   “Right,” Mr. Keenan continued. “And Ronnie, I know this is your first time helping out, and I usually wouldn’t assign such an important task to a first-timer. But I have a feeling about you, sort of like the one I had about Sarah last year. I also have a hunch about the two of you working together on the most important job here at the Pumpkin House.” 
 
   Mr. Keenan paused, glancing intently back and forth between them. Ronnie wasn’t sure if the old man was trying to be serious, dramatic, or both. 
 
   “You two,” Mr. Keenan finally continued, “are going to make sure every single soul in Smith’s Grove has a jack-o’-lantern.” He opened up the box sitting on the table and pulled out a few ball-point pens along with a stack of papers fastened together with a binder clip.
 
   As Mr. Keenan placed the stack of papers on the table, Ronnie noticed how there were names running down one side of the paper (a quick glance at the list confirmed they were the names of the residents of Smith’s Grove), and, on the other side of the paper, there were three different boxes with the designation LARGE, MEDIUM, and SMALL.
 
   “Now, this is what you’re going to do. And Sarah, a refresher wouldn’t hurt you either, so pay attention. You’re going to write each person’s name from this list onto the bottom of a jack-o’-lantern, checking their name off the list when you’re done and making sure the right size pumpkin was used. I’ve already gone through the list, designating what size pumpkin each person gets depending on their age. Now, you can take turns writing the names and checking them off the list to make sure there’s no monotony or chance of you two becoming bored, which might cause you to overlook or forget someone’s name. Whichever task you’re doing at the time, just make sure you do it correctly and don’t make any mistakes.”
 
   Ronnie felt like Mr. Keenan was behaving rather extreme, bordering on the obsessive and possibly even the insane. He glanced over at Sarah, arching his eyebrows, expecting the same reaction from her. But her previous carefree and joking attitude had been replaced by a look of the deepest concentration and seriousness, as if her life depended on following Mr. Keenan’s instructions to the letter. It took everything Ronnie had not to laugh at her.
 
   If Mr. Keenan wanted to make a jack-o’-lantern for every single person in Smith’s Grove (or every “soul” as he was fond of calling them), then that was fine; everyone was allowed their own little quirks. But writing each name on a pumpkin and then checking them off a list in order to make sure there actually was a jack-o’-lantern for each person? Well then, in Ronnie’s opinion, perhaps it was time to check Mr. Keenan into the crazy hospital.
 
   “You’re joking, right?” Ronnie blurted the question out before he’d even realized he was speaking out loud.
 
   “No, I’m dead serious,” Mr. Keenan replied. “And if this is something you’re not going to take just as seriously as I do, then maybe I underestimated you, Ronnie Lancaster.”
 
   Ronnie glanced over at Sarah again. She had a pleading look in her eyes, begging him to stop taking the task so lightly. Ronnie didn’t know why, but he wanted more than anything to gain Sarah’s approval.
 
   “Okay, fine,” Ronnie acquiesced, turning back to Mr. Keenan. “I can take it seriously. But first, you have to tell me why. I mean, making sure every person in Smith’s Grove has a jack-o’-lantern to protect them from evil spirits on Halloween is one thing. But guaranteeing it by writing each person’s name on the jack-o’-lantern and then checking them off a list? There’s something you’re not telling us.”
 
   “Fair enough, Ronnie. I know you have doubts about all of this, and I also know how you consider Halloween childish and silly as well.”
 
   Ronnie was puzzled how Mr. Keenan knew about his feelings for Halloween. But before he could voice his curiosity, Mr. Keenan continued.
 
   “Sarah loves Halloween. One of the reasons I paired you with her is because I’m hoping some of her will rub off on you. In time, we’ll see if she does or not. But, to answer your question:  have you ever heard of Old Notch-foot?”
 
   The blank, confused look on Ronnie’s face betrayed the fact he had no idea who or what Old Notch-foot was.
 
   “I would’ve been surprised if you had heard of Old Notch-foot before. It’s not a name you’ll hear spoken out loud in these parts. And it’s certainly not a name I mention too often, especially to those who volunteer to help me out. But every once in a while, a curious person asks – just like you, Ronnie.” Mr. Keenan leaned in closer, continuing in a secretive whisper. “It’s not just about protecting people on Halloween from whatever spirits and ghosts slip through from the land of the dead. It’s about protecting them from Old Notch-foot, who can be more dangerous than any spirit of the dead roaming around. There has to be one jack-o’-lantern for each soul in Smith’s Grove at midnight on Halloween night. If someone doesn’t have a jack-o’-lantern with their name on it, then Old Notch-foot would be able to take that person’s soul. And we wouldn’t want anything happening to the good souls of Smith’s Grove, would we?”
 
   Sarah answered with an emphatic shake of her head before the question was barely out of Mr. Keenan’s mouth. Ronnie could tell by the look in her eyes she believed every single word the old man was feeding them.
 
   Although Ronnie found the story kind of interesting and was curious to find out more about Old Notch-foot, there was no way he was buying it like Sarah was. However, he decided to play it out until he could find out what the old man’s deal was. He was, after all, here to get away from Rick and the problems at home, not to learn or even care about local legends about monsters and ghouls.
 
   “No, I guess we wouldn’t,” Ronnie answered.
 
   Both Mr. Keenan and Sarah gave him an approving smile.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Part Two:
 
   October 26th, Five Days ‘til Halloween
 
    
 
    
 
   Ronnie showed up at Mr. Keenan’s the following day in a foul mood, the events of the previous night still burning through him like a raging fire causing his anger to boil over. Sarah could immediately tell something was bothering him.
 
   “You okay?” she timidly asked.
 
   “Fine,” Ronnie mumbled, jerking out the chair and throwing himself into it.
 
   Sarah gave him a doubtful look but then shrugged her shoulders.
 
   “Well,” she said picking up the list of names off the table, “like Mr. Keenan told us yesterday, we’ll have to stay focused. With less than a week until Halloween night, we’ll have to write the names on more than two hundred jack-o’-lanterns each day. And as you can tell by looking around, they’ve been busy carving the pumpkins this morning.”
 
   Ronnie glanced over Sarah’s shoulder at the rapidly increasing number of jack-o’-lanterns waiting for them. He hadn’t even noticed them when he’d arrived because of the bad mood he was in. He looked to his left and noticed a small tent had been set up to place the jack-o’-lanterns under once they were done with them. 
 
   “You want to write names or check them off first?” Sarah asked him.
 
   “It doesn’t matter to me.” Ronnie stared at the ground in front of him, his arms resting on his knees with his hands clasped so tightly together that his knuckles were turning white.
 
   He could feel Sarah staring at him, waiting for him to tell her what was wrong. But he wasn’t in the mood to talk about what had happened last night between his mother and Rick.
 
   “Okay, fine,” Sarah finally said, realizing he wasn’t going to tell her what had him in such a dark, sullen mood, “I’ll write the names on the pumpkins first and you can check them off.” She handed the stack of papers to him.
 
   As Ronnie told Sarah each person’s name, she would write it on the bottom of a jack-o’-lantern with a black Sharpie. Once she was done, he would check the name off the list while she put the finished jack-o’-lantern underneath the tent. And just like Mr. Keenan had told them to do yesterday, Sarah made sure she placed the jack-o’-lanterns in alphabetical order underneath the tent. Another quirk to add to Mr. Keenan’s growing list of eccentricities, Ronnie had thought at the time, was the jack-o’-lanterns would be set out in front of the Pumpkin House in alphabetical order, starting close to the house and making their way out towards the road.
 
   The two children worked in silence for about an hour before Sarah finally said something. They had just switched tasks, Ronnie now writing the names while she was checking them off.
 
   “You know, Ronnie,” Sarah said as she checked off Marty Andrews’ name and was waiting for him to get a medium-sized jack-o’-lantern for the next person, “Sometimes, when something is bothering me, it helps to talk about it. I know we don’t know each other very well, but I’m here if you want to talk about anything.”
 
   During the past hour, Ronnie had cooled down because he’d been occupied with the work at hand. He’d actually considered telling Sarah what was wrong with him, but had quickly decided against opening up his ten gallon drum of problems. He didn’t think some girl he’d just met the day before wanted to hear him vent about his troubles at home. But now she was offering to listen, and Ronnie decided to go ahead and tell her. He wasn’t sure why, but he felt comfortable around Sarah, even though he hardly knew her – even more comfortable than he felt around Eddie Matthews, who he considered his closest and oldest friend.
 
   Ronnie took a deep breath, not really sure where to start. With uncertainty dripping off his words, he asked “Have you ever wanted to hurt someone?”
 
   “Hurt them for what?”
 
   “For doing horrible things to someone else.”
 
   “Yep, sure have,” Sarah answered without any hesitation. 
 
   “I’m being serious, Sarah.” Ronnie didn’t think she’d understood the importance of his question, or maybe she was just too preoccupied with them writing the stupid names on the bottom of the jack-o’-lanterns.
 
   Sarah placed the stack of papers down on the table and gazed at Ronnie with the sincerest look on her face that he’d ever seen before.
 
   “I am being serious, Ronnie.”
 
   She picked up the stack of papers again and told him which name to write on the jack-o’-lantern he was holding. As Ronnie wrote down Samantha Andrews’ name (a girl who was in his History class), he patiently waited to see if Sarah was going to elaborate or not. He wanted to ask her what had happened, but didn’t want to pry into her business.
 
   “Let’s take a break for a few minutes,” Sarah said after he’d placed the finished jack-o’-lantern under the tent.
 
   As Ronnie sat down next to her at the table, Sarah finished checking off Samantha Andrews’ name and then placed the pen and stack of papers onto the table. She scooted her chair closer to him until their legs touched, making him feel a little uncomfortable.
 
   “A few years ago,” Sarah began, “somebody did something to me. It was very wrong and very selfish. In a lot of ways, it was horrible what that person did to me. They took a lot of things away from me. But, in the end, that person got what was coming to them.”
 
   Ronnie stared at her, afraid to ask her what the person had done to her. A lot of possibilities ran through his mind and they all made him shudder. There were a lot of bad things people shouldn’t have to go through.
 
   But there were even more horrible things a child should never have to endure.
 
   “Now, why are you asking?” Sarah asked him.
 
   Even though Ronnie had been looking at Sarah, he’d become so lost in his thoughts about what may have happened to her that he was staring through her like she was a ghost or an apparition conjured up in his mind. As he shook his head and focused his attention on Sarah again, searching for the words to say, his eyes were drawn to hers. For a brief moment, he saw so many things conveyed by her brown eyes.
 
   Compassion. Trust. Understanding. Sorrow. Pain.
 
   And somehow, he gained strength from her eyes.
 
   “My Mom’s boyfriend, Rick, hits on her.”
 
   Once the words were out, Ronnie felt numb for the briefest of moments. He’d never spoken to anyone about what was happening to his mother. He was shocked that he’d actually told someone. And then, for no reason he could comprehend, fourteen-year-old Ronnie Lancaster felt like four-year-old Ronnie Lancaster again.
 
   He started to cry.
 
   Sarah flung her arms around him and hugged him. She stroked the back of his head with her hand, assuring him everything was going to be alright.
 
   Ronnie didn’t know how long he sat there and cried, allowing Sarah to hold him and comfort him. The tears, stemming from all the pushed down feelings of anger, confusion, helplessness, and disbelief surrounding the abuse his mother endured, poured out of him like water from a busted faucet. It felt like the tears would never end.
 
   After a few minutes, he wiped the tears from his swollen eyes and red-streaked cheeks. He knew he should be embarrassed for crying in front of Sarah, someone he’d just met the day before. But, for some reason, he didn’t. He felt like a weight had been lifted off his chest, an enormous boulder of emotions which had been crushing him and pinning him down.
 
   He glanced down at Sarah’s feet and chuckled, noticing how the top of her feet were smeared with dirt.
 
   “Why do you wear those silly flip-flops all the time?” Ronnie reluctantly pulled away from her and the security she’d given him. “They get your feet all dirty.”
 
   Sarah looked down at her feet. “That’s true,” she said, laughing with Ronnie. Her tone turned serious. “Sometimes we get dirty. But you know what?”
 
   “What?”
 
   Sarah kicked off her flip-flops and ran around to the side of the house. Ronnie heard the brief sound of water running and, within seconds, Sarah returned and sat back down, showing him her newly rinsed off feet.
 
   “No matter how dirty things get, the dirt and grime can always be washed off us.”
 
   Once again, Ronnie wanted to ask what had happened to her so he could make her feel better like she’d done for him. But he still couldn’t bring himself to broach the subject.
 
   Sarah reached forward and took Ronnie’s hand in hers, causing him to briefly feel mixed emotions about her. She smiled at him, silently imploring him to explain what had happened.
 
   “It started a couple of years ago,” Ronnie said, pushing down the more-than-friends feelings caused by Sarah holding his hand. “For the longest time, Mom didn’t date anyone after my Dad went away. But then, about two years ago, she started dating this guy named Rick Williams. He drinks a lot and has a real bad temper. He hits on her sometimes. She tries to defend him, saying stuff like he only did it because he was drunk or he’s going through a hard time. But those are just excuses. The reason he hits her is because he’s not a good person.”
 
   Ronnie pulled his hand away from Sarah’s and pointed down at his black Converse Chucks.
 
   “See that white splotch of paint on the tip of my shoe? That happened this past summer. We were in the garage and Rick was helping me paint a bookcase for my room. When we were done, he gave me the can of paint to put back on the shelf. I accidently dropped it, spilling that little bit on my shoe and the rest of it all over the garage floor. Rick yelled at me and called me an idiot. Mom told him not to scream at me and that he wasn’t my father. Rick slapped her, telling her to watch how she spoke to him and to show him the respect he deserved. Little stuff like that can get him going.”
 
   “What did she do?”
 
   “She broke up with him, but then they were dating again within a week. She’ll say she’s had enough and leaves him, but then takes him back when he swears it won’t ever happen again. I’m not really sure why she takes him back. Rick helps her out financially and stuff, but that can’t be the only reason. Maybe she’s scared. I don’t know.”
 
   “So what had you in such a bad mood this morning? You looked like you could kill someone.”
 
   “I think I could’ve, Sarah. Last night, Mom worked at Nick’s Tavern, the bar out on Route 60. She’ll work there sometimes to make some extra money. I was woken up last night by yelling that sounded like it was coming from the front yard. I jumped out of bed and ran into the living room. I looked out the window and saw Mom lying on the ground, crying and holding the side of her face, while Rick was standing over her and shouting. Evidently, they got into a fight because Rick showed up at the bar last night and thought Mom was flirting with some guy. She wasn’t, of course, but Rick saw it differently, the alcohol helping to fuel his jealousy. When I saw what was going on, I ran into the kitchen and grabbed a knife.” Ronnie paused and turned away from Sarah, not wanting her to see the rage in his eyes. After a moment, he regained his composure. “Sarah, I was going to kill him. By the time I got outside, Rick had already pulled off in his truck. But there’s no doubt in my mind I would’ve killed him if I could’ve reached him before he took off.”
 
   Ronnie expected Sarah to back away from him, but instead she reached forward and took his hand again.
 
   “It’s a natural reaction, Ronnie. But you have to remember one thing:  if you were to kill him, it would only cause more problems for you and your mom because you would end up locked up and your mom wouldn’t have you around.”
 
   “What am I supposed to do? Ignore what he does to her?” 
 
   “Of course not. I just mean you shouldn’t let your emotions get the best of you. Rick will get his one day for the things he’s doing to your mom – just like the person who did that stuff to me.”
 
   Ronnie remained silent, contemplating again whether or not he should ask Sarah what had happened to her. Finally, he decided they’d ridden the roller coaster of personal problems too many times that day. It was time to hop off the ride before someone got sick or hurt.
 
   “Don’t worry, Ronnie, it’ll work itself out.”
 
   “Maybe you’re right. I just hope it works itself out before he hurts Mom real bad, you know?”
 
   “Yeah, I know,” Sarah answered, letting go of his hand and briefly rubbing his cheek before picking up the stack of papers again. “We better get back to work or we’ll never get done with these jack-o’-lanterns.”
 
   Ronnie stood up and took the stack of papers out of her hand. “Nope, it’s your turn to write the names while I check them off.”
 
   “I was hoping you’d forgotten it was time to switch,” Sarah answered, laughing as she stood up. “Now I don’t get to sit on my lazy butt.”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Ronnie and Sarah had decided, to be fair, they would switch off every hour. As they made their way down the list of names beginning with the letter B, Ronnie had to agree with Sarah’s statement how there were a lot of B names; they’d been working for the past hour and a half and were just now halfway through them.
 
   “William Booth,” Ronnie told Sarah. He watched her write the name on the jack-o’-lantern, and then he checked it off and glanced at the next name. He decided it was time to see how good of a sense of humor Sarah had.
 
   Sarah placed the jack-o’-lantern in the growing pile of completed ones and walked back over to the unfinished ones. “Who’s next?”
 
   “Tammy Bowen,” Ronnie told her.
 
   Sarah started to write the name on the jack-o’-lantern but stopped before the tip of the Sharpie had touched the bottom of the pumpkin. She glared up at Ronnie, who had a mischievous grin on his face.
 
   “That’s my Mom. I think you forgot someone, jerk-off.”
 
   She tossed the marker at Ronnie, who let out an over-exaggerated yelp of pain when it hit him in the chest.
 
   “Hey, take it easy,” he said, giggling at her reaction. “What’s the matter? You afraid Old Notch-foot will come and get your soul if we don’t put your name on a jack-o’-lantern?”
 
   Ronnie laughed even harder until he realized Sarah hadn’t found his remark the least bit amusing. She had one of those serious adult looks on her face again.
 
   “That’s not funny, Ronnie.” She was using the same tone a mother would use when scolding her child, a tone Ronnie had heard too many times from his own mother.
 
   “Oh, come on, Sarah. I was only joking. What’s the big deal?”
 
   “Old Notch-foot is the big deal,” a voice said from behind Ronnie.
 
   Startled, Ronnie jumped and glanced behind him. Mr. Keenan was staring at him with the same stern look Sarah had just given him; only the old man glared at him as if he’d just said he was going to go play with matches in the woods. 
 
   Mr. Keenan glanced over at the remaining jack-o’-lanterns. “Looks like you’ve got about seventy-five jack-o’-lanterns left to do today. Let’s take a little break and talk.” He sat down in the extra chair at the table, leaned his cane against his leg, and then folded his hands in front of him. “Ronnie, even if it happens by accident, unless a person has their name on a jack-o’-lantern at midnight on Halloween, then Old Notch-foot will take that good soul.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Mr. Keenan. I was just playing around with Sarah and wasn’t really going to leave her name off the list.”
 
   Mr. Keenan stared into Ronnie’s eyes for a moment, trying to ascertain whether or not he was telling the truth. 
 
   Ronnie hoped Mr. Keenan believed him; he honestly would’ve told Sarah about skipping over her name if she hadn’t figured it out. He was only teasing with her. But at the same time, he wouldn’t have fessed up because he believed that nonsense about Old Notch-foot taking people’s souls.
 
   Finally, Mr. Keenan seemed to believe Ronnie, sitting back more in his chair as the stern and upset look on his face dissolved.
 
   “Halloween originally came from an old Celtic festival called Samhain. You ever heard of it, Ronnie?”
 
   Ronnie seemed to remember hearing that strange name before in one of the Michael Myers’ movies; Halloween II he thought. But he decided to play dumb so he could see where Mr. Keenan was going with this.
 
   “No, I haven’t. What’s that?”
 
   “Long ago, the Celts – the people who lived in Ireland – held an annual festival to celebrate the year’s harvest. It happened this time of year. But, according to the Celtic calendar, Samhain was the day of the New Year. Nowadays, our new year starts on the first of January. But, back then, it was on Halloween. So, Halloween could be interpreted as a time for new beginnings and to start things fresh.”
 
   This was definitely not the way they’d described Samhain in Halloween II. Ronnie remembered how Dr. Loomis had called Samhain the “Lord of the Dead” and how the movie had tried to make it sound evil.
 
   Hollywood, Ronnie disgustedly thought, they’ll do anything to make a buck.
 
   Ronnie pondered the idea of new beginnings. On New Year’s Eve, people made New Year’s resolutions, promises to themselves about things they wanted to change in their lives. These resolutions were things like moving to a new town or getting a new job or even quitting smoking.
 
   It didn’t take long for Ronnie to figure out what a “new beginning” and a “fresh start” for his mother would involve. It would be a life without Rick. And even though he knew his mother would never make a New Year’s resolution to get rid of Rick permanently, he believed she would benefit so much from this new beginning and be so much happier in her fresh start, even if she was unable to realize it or unwilling to admit it to herself.
 
   “I never knew that about Halloween. I like that idea,” Ronnie honestly admitted.
 
   “Usually, when you get past the outer appearance of something, you’ll find its true meaning is quite different from what you originally thought. The same is true for Halloween. Get past all the costumes, candy, decorations, haunted houses – and yes, even the jack-o’-lanterns – and you’ll find something very special and very important. As long as you know the true purpose of something, then you’ll understand it better and may even start to appreciate it more.”
 
   Ronnie thought about Mr. Keenan’s point for a minute. He definitely had a new perspective on Halloween. Dressing up in a costume to go trick-or-treating was the important part about Halloween when you were a little kid, but there could definitely be more to it once you got older.
 
   He glanced over at Sarah, remembering how she’d told him Halloween was her favorite holiday. At the time, Ronnie had considered it a childish statement to make. But now, he could see why Halloween might be her favorite holiday. Getting candy didn’t make Halloween important; it was the deeper and probably lesser known meaning behind it.
 
   “I guess Halloween isn’t as bad as I thought.” Ronnie paused and looked at Sarah again. “It’s kind of cool in a way.”
 
   Sarah gave him a big smile, making him feel like – well, he wasn’t sure how it made him feel. He was starting to have mixed emotions about Sarah, bordering between a friend and a girlfriend.
 
   “Well, I guess I should let you two get back to work,” Mr. Keenan said, slowly rising to his feet and grabbing his cane.
 
   As the old man hobbled back around to the front of the house, Ronnie looked at him in a new light, appreciating how he’d given him a new perspective on Halloween.
 
   A couple of hours later, they finished up for the day at around four o’clock. They’d finally made their way through the B names and had just got started with the C’s (stopping with Sandra Casey) when they ran out of jack-o’-lanterns. When they were done, Sarah carefully put the list and pens back into the box.
 
   “I’m gonna run this up to Mr. Keenan so nothing happens to it.”
 
   Ronnie was amazed at how serious Sarah took volunteering at the Pumpkin House.
 
   “Okay. I guess I’ll see you tomorrow.”
 
   “Yep, you sure will. And Ronnie, remember what we talked about earlier. Don’t let your emotions about the stuff with Rick get the better of you. Just be patient and be there for your mom in case she needs you. It will all work itself out.”
 
   She walked over to Ronnie and gave him a brief hug before he even knew what was going on. Those mixed feelings rose up in him again, and he was thankful when Sarah finally pulled away from him.
 
   “See you tomorrow, Ronnie.”
 
   “Bye, Sarah.”
 
   As Ronnie watched her walk around to the front of the house, he already couldn’t wait to see her the following day.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Part Three:
 
   October 27th, Four Days ‘til Halloween
 
    
 
    
 
   Ronnie yawned as he placed the finished jack-o’-lantern underneath the tent.
 
   Sarah giggled. “Watch it, sleepy head. We’d hate to fire you for falling asleep on the job.”
 
   Ronnie shook his head to try and wake up. He’d barely slept a wink the previous night and had arrived earlier than usual. He was not only excited to see Sarah, but he was also looking forward to working at the Pumpkin House given his new perspective on Halloween thanks to Mr. Keenan’s little talk yesterday.
 
   “Don’t worry,” he told her, “you couldn’t pay me to quit.”
 
   Sarah gave him a surprised look. “Well, that’s quite a different attitude from just a couple of days ago.”
 
   Ronnie was saved from any further teasing by Mr. Keenan coming around the side of the house. His dog, Rusty, followed close on his heels. “I came to see how you two were doing today,” he asked. He compared the pile of finished jack-o’-lanterns with the pile of unfinished ones. “Looks like you’re ahead of schedule.”
 
   “Yeah,” Sarah told him, “Ronnie decided to actually do some work today.”
 
   The old man laughed, pulling out a chair to sit down. Rusty flopped down beside him and was drifting off to sleep within seconds. As they joined him at the table, Ronnie figured now was as good a time as any to ask something he’d been wondering about all day.
 
   “Mr. Keenan, my Mom’s lived in Smith’s Grove her whole life. I asked her about Old Notch-foot last night but she’s never heard of him. And, from the way you talk, there aren’t too many people in town who have. How do you know about him?”
 
   Mr. Keenan glanced at his watch. It was just a few minutes past one o’clock.
 
   “Since you two are making such great progress today, I guess we’ve got time for me to tell you this story–”
 
   “Oh, we’ve got time,” Sarah interrupted with an excited look on her face. She leaned towards Ronnie and whispered, “It’s one of my favorite stories.”
 
   Ronnie nodded his head, wondering why she was getting so excited to hear the story Mr. Keenan was about to tell them. 
 
   “Well,” Mr. Keenan began in his deep, booming voice, “this story takes place in 1911, but it really goes all the way back to 1845, the year the Great Famine hit Ireland, or as it’s more popularly known as, the Irish Potato Famine. It caused a lot of people to die from starvation, but even more people died from disease. Some of the people left Ireland at this time, especially the younger ones, and came over to America. They’d start new lives and then send money back to their families so they could also come over to America and escape the Great Famine. Well, my ancestor, William Keenan, was one of them. He ended up settling in Smith’s Grove, although back then it wasn’t much more than a small community of farmers.”
 
   Mr. Keenan paused a minute and scooted his chair closer. As he did so, Ronnie thought how the old man could sure spin a yarn, a phrase he’d often heard his grandmother use when his grandfather would tell a long-winded story.
 
   “Now, two generations later, William’s grandson, Charles, who I just happen to be named after, was a farmer just like his father. The Irish roots of his family ran deep, and every season he would celebrate the harvesting of the crops on Samhain night, just like his Irish ancestors had always done and just like his grandfather had done since crossing the Atlantic. Charles would throw a celebration party, inviting all of the local farmers and neighbors. Back in 1911, he had a lot to celebrate. He was one of the most successful farmers, and he’d also married a local girl by the name of Malinda Marcum, who everyone in Smith’s Grove said was the most beautiful girl for miles around.”
 
   Mr. Keenan paused again and lowered his usually booming voice to a low whisper. It reminded Ronnie of kids telling ghost stories around a campfire.
 
   “Now, this is what I heard happened on that Halloween night back in 1911, the year after he got married…”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   As Charles Keenan stared down at his pregnant wife lying on the ground, he knew there was only one way he could exact revenge on Thomas Levi.
 
   Malinda’s ankle-length dress was torn up to her thigh and her blouse draped off her right shoulder almost revealing her breast. Behind the long tresses of auburn hair cascading around her face, Charles could still see tears falling from her green eyes as she whimpered helplessly.
 
   Her green eyes had first attracted him to her. He’d never seen the hills of Ireland, so often recounted in stories by his grandfather. Charles imagined those rolling hills would be just as beautiful as Malinda’s green eyes.
 
   Charles reached forward with his hand and gently brushed Malinda’s hair back from her face. He tried to give her a reassuring smile, but he knew it was in vain. Only time would heal her wounds. He placed his hand on her swollen stomach and felt the child inside move. They exchanged a smile of relief.
 
   “The child still lives,” he said in a gentle voice. “All will be well.”
 
   Malinda nodded her head in agreement.
 
   Charles turned towards the open doors of the barn. He could still hear his neighbors and friends outside celebrating the harvest, the event which had been the cause of this night’s horrible events.
 
   This past season, Charles’ harvest had been more productive than in the past five years he’d been a farmer. Like his father and grandfather before him, he felt a special connection to the land, like a husband does with his wife. He secretly attributed the past year’s success to falling in love with Malinda and marrying her; and now, they were expecting their first child together.
 
   When it came time to throw the celebration party on Samhain night, the tradition which he’d inherited from his grandfather, Charles decided to throw the biggest one the residents of Smith’s Grove had ever attended. He not only wanted to commemorate the most successful crop he’d had since picking up the plow, but he especially wanted to celebrate his and Malinda’s love and the approaching arrival of their first child.
 
   Most of the farmers and neighbors were happy for Charles and joined in the huge celebration.
 
   But some were jealous, including one particular man whose jealousy of Charles Keenan consumed him:  Thomas Levi.
 
   He wasn’t jealous because of Charles’ most productive season yet. Charles doubted that even bothered Thomas since he was the laziest farmer in Smith’s Grove, growing only what he needed to survive. No, Thomas was jealous of Charles because he’d wanted to marry Malinda. But she’d never returned those feelings, rejecting his offers because she was able to see deep down into the dark heart of Thomas and discern what type of man he truly was.
 
   Charles cursed himself as he thought back on the night’s events. He should’ve realized Thomas was up to something. While everyone else was drinking and having a good time, the eyes of Thomas had followed Malinda as she walked around.
 
   And his eyes had lingered on her too excessively during the course of the night.
 
   Charles had seen the way Thomas was acting towards Malinda, but he’d doubted the man was crazy or foolish enough to do something with everyone present.
 
   He’d been wrong.
 
   He focused his attention back on his wife. Her crying had subsided to a gentle sobbing.
 
   “Can you sit up?”
 
   Malinda nodded her head and slowly rose up to a sitting position. She looked down at her torn clothes and her hands flew instinctively to her stomach, protecting the unborn child inside her womb.
 
   “Where is he?” Malinda hissed.
 
   Charles could see the hate burning in his wife’s eyes.
 
   He was positive his eyes mirrored the same rage.
 
   “I don’t know. When I came in and found him trying to…” Charles shook his head and closed his eyes, unable to bring himself to say the word out loud. “He took off running when he saw me,” he finally continued. “I don’t know where he went. I couldn’t leave you. I had to make sure you were alright before even thinking about dealing with him.” He paused and looked deeply into Malinda’s eyes. “That was the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do.”
 
   “I’m alright,” Malinda quickly said, giving her husband a reassuring smile.
 
   Taking his wife at her word, Charles decided if he was going to act, he needed to do it now before he changed his mind. “Wait here a moment.”
 
   He stood up and hurried over to the entrance of the barn. He scanned the faces outside for a couple of minutes (people still unaware of what had happened less than one hundred feet away from them) until he spotted Clarinda Marcum, Malinda’s younger sister.
 
   He casually made his way through the crowd so as not to draw attention to himself. When he reached Clarinda, he gently placed his hand on her arm and pulled her towards him.
 
   “I need you to come with me,” he whispered to her, making sure no one overheard him. “I need you to stay with Malinda.”
 
   Clarinda shot Charles a worried look, but he calmed her with a reassuring nod of his head. He turned and led her back towards the barn. Once inside, they found Malinda still sitting on the ground with her hands protectively around her stomach. As soon as Clarinda saw Malinda’s tear-streaked face, she ran and fell down to her knees beside her sister, asking her what had happened.
 
   Charles knew he needed to hurry. He didn’t have time for explanations if he was going to do something about Thomas. “Clarinda, stay here with her. I’ll be back shortly.”
 
   He stared into Malinda’s green eyes for a moment longer, searching for something although he wasn’t sure what it was.
 
   Maybe it was assurance she was alright, or maybe it was approval for what he was about to do.
 
   But mostly, he took in the face of the woman he loved and would protect at any cost.
 
   As if reading his mind, Malinda smiled gently at him. “Go, my love,” she said.
 
   Charles returned the smile before turning to go find Thomas Levi.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   As a small boy, Charles’ grandfather had told him about the legend of Old Notch-foot. He wasn’t sure if all Irish families knew about the legend, but his family did. Although he’d never questioned the existence of Old Notch-foot, he now doubted whether calling on him to exact his revenge on Thomas would be successful or not. Charles’ family was no longer in Ireland and they hadn’t been for more than fifty years, ever since his grandfather had left when he was just a teenager. He had no way of knowing whether the power of Old Notch-foot could reach across the Atlantic Ocean to Smith’s Grove.
 
   But he was determined to find out whether or not it did.
 
   He had no choice. There was no telling where Thomas had fled or where he was hiding. And Charles knew he wouldn’t be able to find Thomas without help. But he needed more than the assistance of his friends and neighbors.
 
   He needed the aid of Old Notch-foot.
 
   As Charles made his way farther away from his farmstead, his grandfather’s words from when he was a small boy ran through his mind.
 
   On the night of Samhain, the veil between the worlds of the living and the dead are at their thinnest, allowing spirits to freely roam the earth. And perhaps the most dangerous is Old Notch-foot, a spirit of revenge which can’t be controlled; he can only be placated. Therefore, if the necessity ever arises and you have to call on Old Notch-foot to exact revenge, be sure the need for revenge far outweighs the consequences which will follow. For if they don’t, Old Notch-foot won’t even be able to be pacified. He’ll become an unleashed force taking whoever’s unprotected soul he pleases.
 
   Charles stopped and glanced around. He was standing in the middle of the field which separated his farm from the Marcum farm, the parents of Malinda and Clarinda. No one else was around. The sky overhead was black, the moon and stars obscured by the dark clouds unexpectedly rolling in. A cold chill ran up his spine, causing his senses to become heightened. He raised his hands towards the sky and closed his eyes, shoving the warnings of his grandfather out of his mind.
 
   Thomas Levi must pay no matter what the cost.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   As Clarinda looked into Malinda’s eyes swollen from crying, she brushed her sister’s hair with her hand just as their mother had done when they were little girls. She held on tightly to Malinda’s hand with her other hand, trying to make her sister feel as safe as she could even though she didn’t know what was wrong. Charles hadn’t had time to tell her before he’d taken off.
 
   “What happened, Malinda?” Clarinda hesitantly asked in a choked whisper.
 
   Malinda looked into Clarinda’s eyes. She wanted to tell her sister, but she felt shame. A small part of her knew she would feel better if she talked to someone, and she’d always been able to tell Clarinda anything.
 
   “I came into the barn,” Malinda slowly started, “to get away from the noise for a bit because of the headaches I’ve had ever since the pregnancy. I’d only been in here a minute or so when I heard the door to the barn creak shut and then footsteps behind me. I turned around and saw Thomas Levi standing inside with this wild look in his eyes. I could tell he was drunk by the way he was swaying back and forth. I didn’t know what he wanted, but I knew it was no good. Those wild eyes of his reminded me of a stallion kept up too long from breeding.
 
   “I backed away, asking him what he was doing in here. He started walking slowly towards me – stalking me, if truth be told – saying how I should’ve been his wife and how it should be his child I was carrying. I told him I was married to Charles and loved only him. That set Thomas off because he started walking faster towards me. I kept backpedaling away from him until I finally bumped up against the wall. He had me pinned so I couldn’t move. He reeked of sweat and liquor, but also of something horrible. I don’t know how to describe it, Clarinda, but there was a stench of evil on him as foul as some dead animal whose corpse has laid out in the blistering sun for a week.
 
   “Before I knew what was happening, Thomas grabbed me by the shoulders, spun me around, and threw me onto the ground. I was so frightened that I fell back down every time I tried to stand up, unable to run away. A smug look spread across his face as he unfastened his pants. He told me he would have me now though, and then he reached down and ripped my dress up the middle. I kicked and screamed, trying to get him off me, but I wasn’t strong enough. Just as Thomas was about to force himself on me, I heard the barn door creak open. I turned and saw Charles standing in the doorway. 
 
   “I’ve never felt so relieved to see anyone in my life. Charles saw the look on my face and my eyes swollen with tears, immediately understanding what Thomas was trying to do. Without saying a word, he ran full speed at Thomas. Thomas jumped off me and dodged to the left just as Charles was about to grab him. Thomas hopped up before Charles could do anything and fled out of the barn like the hounds of hell were snapping at his heels. Charles started to follow after him but stopped when he reached the door. He turned back to look at me. I swear I saw tears welling up in his eyes. Instead of going after Thomas, he came back to make sure I was alright. And then he went and got you.”
 
   “And now Charles has gone to find Thomas, right?”
 
   Malinda nodded her head.
 
   “Do you think he’ll find him?”
 
   Malinda turned to face her with the most serious and intent look Clarinda had ever seen in her sister’s eyes. “I don’t know,” Malinda answered. “But if he does, Charles will kill him.”
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Charles drew forth the knife he always carried at his side, unloosened his pants, and let them drop down to his ankles. He gripped the knife tightly in his hand and stared up at the sky, waiting for some sign that he was making the right decision. For the briefest of seconds, the dark clouds overhead seemed to disappear, revealing the light of the full moon before obscuring it just as quickly again.
 
   He could’ve sworn the moon had been the color of blood when he’d glimpsed it. He was unsure if it was a sign or just a figment of his imagination.
 
   But Charles took it as an omen nonetheless.
 
   He drew the blade of the knife across his upper thigh, and immediately felt the warm, wet sensation of blood dripping down his leg.
 
   The thigh was part of the ritual, but no one knew why for sure.
 
   Despite his humble origins and poor living, Charles’ grandfather had been a well-read man, and he’d told Charles his own thoughts about why a person must cut open the thigh when calling upon Old Notch-foot.
 
   According to Charles’ grandfather, there was a Greek myth about how the god Dionysus had been born from the thigh of his father, Zeus, the king of the gods. Dionysus was the exact opposite of all the other Greek gods. He was the god of wine, but he was also associated with the wild and untamed nature of man. His followers went into a frantic frenzy and sometimes ripped their victims to shreds with their bare hands. In the civilized culture of ancient Greece, Dionysus was an out of place and dangerous deity.
 
   Charles didn’t know if his grandfather’s ideas were true or not, but they made some sense.
 
   But it wasn’t relevant right now. 
 
   All that mattered was making Thomas pay for what he’d done to Malinda.
 
   Charles looked down at his leg covered in blood. He dropped the knife to the ground and then grabbed the cut on his leg with his hand. Immense and sharp pain shot through his thigh, but he pushed it away, knowing the pain which Malinda had endured was far worse. After a few seconds, he pulled his hand away and held it up in front of his face, gazing at his blood-soaked hand.
 
   An image of Malinda lying in the barn crying with her clothes torn flashed through his mind.
 
   Whatever doubts he’d had about calling forth Old Notch-foot immediately flew out of his mind like the wind.
 
   He wiped his blood-soaked hand down his face and then spat on the ground.
 
   “Invoco te,” he called out to the darkness, “qui odium in meo corde agnosces, qui ultionem petere me scis magis quam spiritum in mea lateria. Inveni eum et facie eum poena dare.” 
 
   Charles fell down to his knees, repeating the words of the ritual over and over in his mind, the words which were so simple and yet contained so much power in them. 
 
   I call on you, the one who knows the hatred in my heart, who knows the revenge I desire more than the breath in my lungs. Find him and make him pay.
 
   The air around Charles suddenly seemed different, smelling and feeling like when a bolt of lightning strikes a tree. The hairs on his neck and arms stood on end, and he felt a hot, tingling sensation run up his spine. His eyes rolled back into his head as he clenched his hands into tight fists. When his body began to shake, every muscle in his body felt like it was on fire.
 
   He’d heard of people going into an epileptic fit before, but they were unconscious when it happened. 
 
   But as Charles felt his body go into convulsions, he knew he was having one. 
 
   And even worse, he was conscious of what was happening to his body.
 
   Charles screamed out. He felt another presence, something which hadn’t been there moments before. It was powerful, burning with rage and consumed with hatred. At first, Charles feared for his life. But the fear quickly turned into relief and satisfaction as the realization dawned on him.
 
   Old Notch-foot was coming.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Thomas Levi hid in a thicket of bushes up on Devil’s Ridge, his eyes darting from side to side looking for any signs of pursuit.
 
   The residents of Smith’s Grove had named this place Devil’s Ridge because of the small, twin-peaked hills which reached towards the sky like horns. Some even said there were ghosts on the ridge, claiming it was haunted.
 
   Thomas didn’t know if Devil’s Ridge was haunted and he didn’t really care. His only concern right now was remaining hidden until he knew the coast was clear so he could make his way back to his farm.
 
   His plan didn’t extend much beyond that point.
 
   Maybe it didn’t even matter.
 
   As he hunkered down in the darkness, Thomas cursed the name of Charles Keenan over and over. If he’d been able, he would’ve made Charles watch as he took Malinda’s body by force. She should’ve been his wife instead of that thieving Paddy’s.
 
   Thomas jumped when he heard a noise off to his right. He fought back the urge to run, remaining frozen and peering into the darkness. His heart was thumping in his chest and his breathing was rapid. When he saw it was only a deer creeping through the bushes, Thomas laughed softly to himself for being so jumpy. There was no way anyone could’ve followed him and they definitely weren’t going to find him. As the deer made its way through the woods, the soft giggling of Thomas turned into the laughter of a man unknowingly seized by fear.
 
   The frightened laughter of Thomas abruptly stopped when he felt a cold hand touch him on the shoulder. He turned to his left and saw sharp, black-colored talons digging into the front of his shoulder. Before he could scream out in pain or fright, he was lifted onto his feet and spun around. The clawed hand released the hold on his shoulder and snatched him by the neck in one swift motion.
 
   Thomas looked up into the face of his attacker and screamed in horror.
 
   When he saw a momentary flash of familiarity in the eyes of the creature grasping him by the throat, his screams of fear turned into wails of lament. But Thomas’ cries only seemed to feed the hunger of the creature. A malicious grin spread across the creature’s face, full of satisfaction and rapture.
 
   The creature reached down with its free hand towards Thomas’ groin. Whatever sufferings Thomas had imagined this thing inflicting on him were instantly replaced with the horrid revelation that this creature was going to castrate him. He saw the hand of the creature glow black, something which Thomas found utterly impossible even in his frightened state. He then felt an excruciating, ripping sensation in his groin until finally his penis flew into the hand of the creature, ripped off by whatever supernatural force it possessed.
 
   Thomas howled in pain, his breathing growing shallower as the blood poured forth from the gaping wound in his groin. Some of the blood splashed against his legs, but the majority of it gushed down onto the ground, forming a large puddle at the creature’s feet. Thomas stared down in disbelief, barely able to comprehend the reality of the nightmarish attack.
 
   Thomas looked up again into the hate-filled eyes. The creature squeezed his neck tighter, ready to end his life without any further delay.
 
   Thomas coughed up blood when he tried to speak the words to plead for his life.
 
   The creature pulled him closer. Even in his semi-conscious state, Thomas could smell the rancid odor of death as the creature spoke to him. But Thomas heard the words in his mind rather than with his ears.
 
   Know why you die.
 
   As Thomas felt the life drain out of him, images of his earlier assault against Malinda flashed through his mind and he understood who had called forth this monster against him.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Mr. Keenan paused. He turned and pointed at a small group of hills in the distance about a mile away. 
 
   “Right up there’s where it happened.” 
 
   They looked in the direction Mr. Keenan was pointing. Ronnie saw the twin-peaked hills protruding up like the horns of the devil. He’d heard stories about Devil’s Ridge before and the supposed ghosts haunting the place, but he’d never honestly known where it was located. He’d half-believed Devil’s Ridge was a made-up place, existing only as the setting for ghost stories around the campfire.
 
   Mr. Keenan sat back in his chair. His voice changed from the scary story-telling whisper back to its usual deep, booming tone. “At least, that’s the story I’ve heard.”
 
   “So,” Ronnie began slowly, “you’re telling me this ancestor of yours is the reason why Old Notch-foot is here in Smith’s Grove? That it’s his fault?”
 
   “In a way, I guess it was my namesake’s fault. Charles Keenan was filled with so much rage towards Thomas Levi for what he’d done to Malinda that he wasn’t in the right frame of mind when he called on Old Notch-foot. He just wanted Thomas to pay for what he’d done and was willing to do anything to exact his revenge.” Mr. Keenan paused a second, shrugging his shoulders. “But it’s his fault nonetheless that Old Notch-foot is here today.”
 
   “Isn’t that a remarkable story?” Sarah asked Ronnie with a touch of awe in her voice. “And Mr. Keenan tells it like he was right there.”
 
   “Thanks, Sarah.” Mr. Keenan blushed a little at the compliment. “If you tell a story enough times, you start to feel like you were there.”
 
   Ronnie could tell Sarah believed every single word of Mr. Keenan’s story. He, while finding the story entertaining, had his doubts.
 
   “Well, it’s time for you two to get back to work. I’ve been rambling on for almost an hour now. You’ve only got a couple of more hours to finish up with the jack-o’-lanterns today.”
 
   Once Mr. Keenan had left, they got right back to work, Ronnie checking the names off the list. Whenever Sarah would write a name on the bottom of a jack-o’-lantern and put it with the other finished ones, he would look up at Devil’s Ridge in the distance.
 
   He wondered what was up there, if the ghost of Thomas Levi haunted those woods or even if Old Notch-foot roamed around up there at night. He laughed out loud when he pictured the ghost of Thomas Levi wandering around in the woods late at night and calling out for his castrated penis like the Headless Horseman in “The Legend of Sleepy Hollow.”
 
   “What’s so funny?”
 
   Ronnie turned back around. Sarah was looking at him like he was crazy.
 
   “Nothing. Let’s switch off and get this stuff done.”
 
   Ronnie figured writing the names on the jack-o’-lanterns instead of checking them off the list would make him focus on the task at hand rather than Devil’s Ridge and all the comical images running through his head.
 
   But for the rest of the day, his eyes still lingered on the twin-peaked hills in the distance, wondering if Old Notch-foot was real or not.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Part Four:
 
   October 28th, Three Days ‘til Halloween
 
    
 
    
 
   When Ronnie arrived at the Pumpkin House the next day, he found Mr. Keenan sitting on the porch with Rusty, overseeing the volunteers as they worked diligently to get the Pumpkin House ready. A large folding table had been set up where the carvers turned the pumpkins into jack-o’-lanterns with the efficiency of a factory line. Once they were carved, the jack-o’-lanterns were loaded into wheel barrows and taken around to the back of the house for Ronnie and Sarah to write the names on. The previous days’ completed jack-o’-lanterns had been set out. The Pumpkin House was about halfway finished and the large number of jack-o’-lanterns filling up the front yard was already astounding.
 
   Ronnie looked around but there was no sign of Sarah anywhere. He couldn’t believe he’d arrived before her, given how dedicated she was to the Pumpkin House.
 
   “Well, good morning,” Mr. Keenan bellowed as Ronnie walked up towards the house. “Why don’t you come and sit a spell with me while we wait on Sarah to get here. She’s going to be a little late.”
 
   Ronnie strolled up onto the porch and sat down in the rocking chair beside Mr. Keenan. The old man was smoking a pipe, casually blowing smoke rings into the air.
 
   “Smoking’s a nasty habit,” he told Ronnie in between puffs on the pipe. “Don’t ever start. But I sometimes smoke in the mornings or in the evening time; it helps me think.”
 
   “Don’t worry, Mr. Keenan, I won’t. I can’t stand it when my Mom smokes. She’ll quit for a while, but then start up again whenever she’s going through a hard time. She says it helps relieve the stress.”
 
   Ronnie had almost blurted out how his mother’s smoking coincided with when she was having problems with Rick. Of course, she never admitted that fact.
 
   Rusty came over and sat down at Ronnie’s feet, staring up at him and wagging his tail. Ronnie leaned forward and scratched the old dog behind the ears.
 
   “He likes you.” Mr. Keenan grinned, taking another puff on his pipe. “Old Rusty is a pretty good judge of character.”
 
   Mr. Keenan leaned forward, tapping his pipe against the porch railing to empty the tobacco. Ronnie noticed a wince of pain cross his face from putting too much pressure on his bad leg.
 
   “Can I ask you something kind of personal, Mr. Keenan?”
 
   “Anything, Ronnie,” Mr. Keenan answered, leaning gingerly back in the rocking chair, “just as long as it’s not about Old Notch-foot. We talked enough about him yesterday.”
 
   Ronnie didn’t think they’d even begun to chip away at his curiosity about Old Notch-foot. “What happened to your leg?”
 
   “Oh, it’s just an old injury.” Mr. Keenan rubbed his leg and grinned. “A constant reminder of how rash and foolish I was in my youth.”
 
   Before Ronnie could ask for specifics, Sarah came riding her bike down the road. When she reached the house, she hopped off her bike and dropped it onto the ground rather than her usual habit of leaning it neatly against the side of the porch.
 
   “Sorry I’m late. I didn’t sleep very well last night.”
 
   Ronnie could immediately tell something was wrong with Sarah. She wasn’t her normal cheerful self and hadn’t even said hello to them. Mr. Keenan must’ve sensed it too because he remained silent, avoiding asking her if anything was wrong.
 
   “You’re not late,” Ronnie offered, trying to make her feel better. “I just got here earlier than usual.”
 
   “Well, let’s get to work.”
 
   Without waiting for a response, Sarah stomped off to the back of the house. Ronnie tentatively rose out of the rocking chair to follow after her. As he rounded the side of the house, he glanced over at Mr. Keenan, who had a confused and worried look on his face.
 
   Once Ronnie got around back, he discovered Sarah had already decided she was going to check off names first today. He walked over to the table, grabbed the black Sharpie, and then went over to their assigned jack-o’-lanterns to complete for the day.
 
   “Who’s first on the list?” Ronnie asked, half-expecting her to blow up at him.
 
   Much to his surprise, Sarah calmly read the first name off the list to him as if nothing was bothering her. They worked for about half an hour without saying a word, an awkward silence which was the exact opposite of the relaxed way they had felt around each other ever since the first day. 
 
   Finally, Ronnie couldn’t stand it anymore. Sarah acted like she was fine, but he could tell something was still bothering her. He cared about her too much to let it go without at least trying to talk to her and find out what was wrong. 
 
   “Alright, Sarah, enough is enough.” Ronnie dropped the marker onto the table and sat down in the chair next to her. “Out with it.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   At first, Ronnie thought the confused look on Sarah’s face was just a show, but he quickly realized it was genuine and she didn’t know what he was talking about.
 
   “What’s bothering you today? You look like you’re in as bad of a mood as I was the other day.”
 
   “It’s nothing, Ronnie,” Sarah answered, letting out an aggravated sigh, “just the past haunting me again.”
 
   “Well, like you told me the other day, you’ll feel better if you talk about it.”
 
   Sarah noticed the determined look on his face, letting her know he wasn’t going to let it go.
 
   “Alright. Sometimes, I can’t sleep at night. My mind refuses to shut down even though my body screams out how exhausted it is. I think it’s like a by-product from how my life used to be. Until last year, there were plenty of nights I used to lay awake with my nerves on edge and terrified of what might happen in the dark. Last night, I started thinking about how different my life is now than it was last year. Back then, I’d been confused, scared, full of anger, and had felt a destructive force rising up inside of me. But I didn’t know who would be on the receiving end of those negative feelings.” Sarah paused a moment and looked away from Ronnie. When she turned back around, tears were in her eyes. “My greatest fear was I would turn that destructive force on myself.”
 
   Ronnie remained silent, waiting for her to continue. For the first time since he’d met her, Sarah looked vulnerable and frightened like a little kid who has wandered away from her parents and is now lost, unsure of what to do.
 
   “Well, last night, I started thinking about Dave. I’m not sure what made me think about him. It could’ve been the stuff going on with your mom, I don’t know.”
 
   “Who’s Dave?”
 
   “Dave was my dad.”
 
   “Do you mean he was your step-dad?” Ronnie asked with a confused look on his face.
 
   “No, Dave was my real dad.”
 
   “Then why do you call your real dad Dave?” For a brief second, thoughts about his own father invaded Ronnie’s mind, but he shoved them aside and focused his attention on Sarah again.
 
   “Remember how I told you someone had done something horrible to me?”
 
   Ronnie hesitantly nodded his head, preparing himself for what she was about to tell him.
 
   “Well, Dave was the one who did something horrible to me.”
 
   Sarah had a distant, emotionless look in her eyes. Ronnie had seen the same steely-eyed look in those old Clint Eastwood movies he used to watch with his grandfather.
 
   Even though Sarah looked like she was fine, Ronnie cautiously reached over and placed his hand on her shoulder. He hoped his gesture might in some way let her understand he was here for her and, although he wasn’t sure how he knew, he always would be.
 
   “What happened, Sarah?”
 
   A couple of days ago, Ronnie wouldn’t have dared ask that question – let alone have this conversation with Sarah. He would’ve felt like he was prying into her life or like she would tell him if she wanted him to know. He’d felt some kind of instant connection with Sarah when he’d first met her, but not strong enough to ask something as direct as this.
 
   But maybe, Ronnie realized, the strong connection had been there from the very beginning; he just hadn’t recognized it or understood it.
 
   He noticed Sarah looking at him with a worried look in her eyes, as if she was more concerned about him rather than about telling him what had happened to her.
 
   “I want to tell you, Ronnie, but I don’t want you to think bad things about me.”
 
   Ronnie couldn’t imagine anything would make him change his opinion about Sarah. She was unlike anyone he’d ever met, willing to help anyone and constantly embracing life. 
 
   “I would never think bad things about you,” Ronnie reassured her.
 
   “Okay,” Sarah answered, swallowing a huge lump in her throat. “But promise me you won’t think differently about me.”
 
   Ronnie raised his right hand. “I swear.”
 
   “Alright. My parents met right after high school. They dated a couple of months, Mom got pregnant, and they got married. Well, Mom grew up in Smith’s Grove, while Dave was originally from Columbus and still had family there. Once they were married, they decided to move to Columbus because, at the time, there were better jobs up there. And, a few months after they moved, I was born.” Sarah paused a moment as if she was unsure how to continue. “Ronnie,” she finally asked, “what’s your earliest memory?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “What’s the earliest thing you can remember from when you were a baby or a real little kid?”
 
   Ronnie had to think a moment before recalling something.
 
   “I guess the first thing I can remember is when I was about two or three years old. Mom had this old, green bike, and there was this yellow toddler seat on the back for me to sit in when she went bike riding. We were out riding one day and going across a bridge, on this sidewalk for pedestrians that ran right beside the road. For some reason, Mom lost her balance. The bike fell over, and, when it hit the ground, I was hanging halfway off the sidewalk into the road. This car went by and almost hit me, missing my head by just a few inches. It swerved out of the way at the last second and slammed into the front end of an oncoming car in the next lane. Mom swept me up in her arms and held me so tight I thought she would crush me against her chest. She just kept crying and hugging me.”
 
   “You must’ve been scared to death.”
 
   “Yeah, I may have been real little, but I can remember freaking out like crazy. But Mom somehow made it all better even though she was hysterical. By just holding me, she made me feel safer and let me know everything was going to be alright.” Ronnie paused a minute, reliving that moment with his mother when he’d been so young. “Why did you want to know about that?”
 
   “I don’t remember how old I was, but my earliest memory is of Dave touching me – touching me in a place a father shouldn’t touch his daughter. In a lot of ways, it made me feel frightened, just like you felt when you almost got hit by that car. But even more, it made me feel dirty and disgusted, kind of like I’d sat around in a filthy diaper for weeks and it had seeped into my skin so deep I could never feel clean again. And even though I don’t remember how young I was, I couldn’t have been too old because it made me have that dirty-diaper feeling like I did.”
 
   Ronnie slowly pulled his hand away from Sarah’s shoulder, afraid he was making her feel uncomfortable by touching her. But she stopped him, pushing his hand back down onto her shoulder and then placing her hand on top of his.
 
   “It’s okay, you’re fine.”
 
   Ronnie wondered how Sarah could so effortlessly tell what he was thinking. Sometimes, he couldn’t comprehend those thoughts himself, let alone articulate them properly. 
 
   “That was the first time. But there were plenty of other times after that. It didn’t happen every day. I would guess probably three or four times a year at first. But by the time I was ten or eleven years old, Dave was doing it a lot more, maybe two or three times a month. I could never tell Mom what was going on. It’s funny, but I honestly believe he loved Mom and he was good to her. He never hit her or even raised his voice at her. But there was this monster inside of him that made him do those things to me.
 
   “Well, about a year and a half ago, we moved back to Smith’s Grove. Dave had lost his job and couldn’t find work in Columbus. Mom suggested we come back here and maybe he would have better luck. Once we moved back, they were both able to find work. But after about six months, Dave was laid off from the glass factory. Since Mom still had her job, they decided to stay here until Dave got called back into work. 
 
   “As soon as he got laid off, the things he did to me got worse. He started doing them more because we would be home alone together. But I still couldn’t tell Mom; I wasn’t even sure if she would believe me. So, last October, I heard about the Pumpkin House and how people could volunteer. I asked them if I could help out. The main reason I wanted to do it was because it would get me out of the house and away from Dave during fall break. Mom said it was fine. Dave, of course, said no. But when he couldn’t give a good enough reason why I shouldn’t do it, he had to finally agree to let me volunteer. 
 
   “During the week I helped out here at Mr. Keenan’s, Dave couldn’t do anything to me. That was the happiest time I can remember in my whole life.”
 
   Sarah paused and closed her eyes, taking in deep breaths as a smile hinted with the corners of her mouth. She looked like she was reliving the feelings of safety and inviolability she had briefly been allowed to experience during her escape from Dave for a whole week last year. Ronnie tried to imagine how the feelings of relief, security, and renewed innocence must have permeated throughout Sarah last October, so foreign and yet so longed-for and gratefully accepted.
 
   But he couldn’t even begin to put himself in her shoes. He’d never experienced anything in his life that would even compare to the horror she’d endured at the hands of her father.
 
   “So what happened?” Ronnie finally asked her.
 
   Sarah opened her eyes and looked at him as if she’d just woken up from a dream.
 
   “Well, the closer it got to Halloween night, the more worried I got because I knew I wouldn’t have much longer I could get away from Dave by going to the Pumpkin House. And I didn’t know if I could allow him to do those things to me again. I felt like I was suffocating or drowning. I was going to make sure it never happened again.”
 
   Sarah stopped, as if she was unsure whether or not to continue.
 
   “Make sure it never happened again how, Sarah?” Ronnie was afraid to hear her answer, but felt like he needed to know.
 
   “I was either going to kill him or I was going to kill myself.”
 
   Although Ronnie had felt like he could kill Rick plenty of times for hitting his mother, nothing had ever made him feel like he wanted to kill himself. But then again, he’d never experienced anything remotely similar to what Sarah had undergone and suffered. 
 
   And he could tell she was dead serious by the tone of her voice and the look on her face.
 
   “What stopped you from doing something to him, or to yourself?”
 
   “Right when I felt like I was going to lose it from trying to decide what to do once Halloween was over, Dave died.”
 
   Ronnie noticed how Sarah’s voice didn’t contain the least bit of sadness, and he didn’t blame her in the least. But for a split second, a part of him was afraid Sarah had actually killed her father.
 
   “Um, Sarah, how did he…you know?” 
 
   “Don’t worry,” Sarah answered, laughing softly, “I didn’t kill him. He had a heart attack. And once he died, I felt like I’d been given a new beginning, like it was my chance for a fresh start or something.”
 
   Sarah looked down at her flip-flops, the ones with the big, purple stars on them.
 
   “Do you want to know why I wear these flip-flops all the time, these silly things that look like they belong on some five-year-old little girl? They help me remember that I’m a kid. Sometimes, a kid needs a reminder to be a kid because they lose sight of their innocence, you know?”
 
   In a way, Ronnie felt guilty. When he’d first seen Sarah’s flip-flops, he’d thought she was weird for wearing them. But now, he could understand why she wore them so much. “Yeah, it makes perfect sense.”
 
   Ronnie could see tears in Sarah’s eyes, and he could feel tears welling up in his own eyes as well.
 
   “I’m glad you’re my best friend, Ronnie.”
 
   Ronnie hadn’t thought of Sarah as his best friend until the moment she’d said the words out loud. He’d always considered Eddie Matthews his best friend. But Ronnie had grown closer to Sarah in the past couple of days than he had ever been with Eddie, even though he’d known Eddie since the first grade. Ronnie reached over and gave her a tight hug.
 
   “Me too, Sarah,” he whispered into her ear as tears fell down his cheeks, “me too.”
 
   After a few seconds, Sarah pulled away from him, wiping the tears away from her eyes.
 
   “Alright, let’s get back to work. If we don’t get anything done today, Mr. Keenan is going to fire us.”
 
   Ronnie laughed as he handed the list of names to her.
 
   “Okay, who’s first?”
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   They worked on the jack-o’-lanterns the rest of the day without taking any breaks. They’d spent almost an hour and a half talking about Sarah’s past and neither one of them wanted to fall behind. Unlike the previous couple of days, the letters of the alphabet flew by. After a few hours, they reached the names starting with the letter L. Sarah was checking the names off the list, and Ronnie had to smile a little when she didn’t try to get back at him for his prank the other day by skipping over his name.
 
   As Ronnie wrote his own name on the medium-sized jack-o’-lantern, he could’ve sworn a sensation of fear passed through him. For some reason, he was terrified of the possibility of Old Notch-foot coming for his soul on Halloween night if his name was missing from a jack-o’-lantern. The rational part of his brain argued it was absurd to be afraid since Old Notch-foot was just a made-up story Mr. Keenan liked to tell. It gave the old man an excuse for his eccentricities about the Pumpkin House, making them seem more vital because he was protecting the residents of Smith’s Grove from some Halloween demon his grandfather had conjured up one hundred years ago.
 
   It would make a good book, but just didn’t happen in real life.
 
   The next name Sarah read off was Stephanie Lancaster, Ronnie’s mother. As Ronnie started to write her name on the bottom of the jack-o’-lantern, his brow wrinkled in a deep furrow of concern and aggravation.
 
   Sarah noticed the look of exasperation on his face. “How are things going with your mom?” 
 
   Ronnie answered with a nonchalant shrug of his shoulders. He finished writing his mother’s name on the pumpkin and took it over to the other finished ones underneath the tent. He dropped it onto the ground and stomped away, leaving it lay on its side.
 
   Sarah walked over and tenderly set the jack-o’-lantern upright while Ronnie went back over to the table, flinging the Sharpie down. She went and stood in front of him, refusing to budge until he answered her question.
 
   “You’re the most hard-headed person I’ve ever met,” Ronnie said, smiling and shaking his head. “Fine, I’ll fill you in.”
 
   The smile on his face evaporated and was quickly replaced by a sour expression as he told her what was going on.
 
   After a lot of pleading and swearing he was going to change, his mother had taken Rick back, even going so far as to tell Ronnie things would be different this time. But Ronnie had heard it all before and he knew better, even if his mother was too blind to see it. They’d gotten into an argument over Rick. After hearing his mother say how Rick was going to change and quit drinking, Ronnie had blown up at her. He asked her why she kept taking Rick back, telling her they didn’t need him around. His mother gave the usual excuses, saying Rick helped them out and was going to change this time, and how Ronnie just needed to give him a second chance. 
 
   Ronnie was afraid what he might say or do to Rick and felt like this was the calm before the storm.
 
   “What do you mean?” Sarah asked once he’d finished his story.
 
   “Sure, Rick is on his best behavior right now because they just got back together. But he’s still drinking, even though Mom said he’d quit. I’m telling you, Sarah, I have a bad feeling something horrible is going to happen to Mom once Rick stops with the ‘good boyfriend’ act and starts behaving like his normal self. It’s been building up for too long.”
 
   The silence emanated from Sarah. Maybe, because of what she’d gone through last year with her father, she could sense a storm violently approaching as well.
 
   They remained sitting quietly, neither one of them knowing what to say, for a few more minutes before deciding to finish up for the day. By the time they’d put the final name on the last jack-o’-lantern, they were near the end of the L names, stopping with Roanna Lowery, the sweet and kind librarian at the middle school.
 
   As they were leaving, Sarah stopped Ronnie before he pedaled off on his bike down the road in the opposite direction she took to get home.
 
   “I want to apologize to you, Ronnie.”
 
   “Apologize for what?” Ronnie asked with a confused look on his face. He couldn’t imagine anything she needed to apologize about.
 
   “I was so preoccupied with dredging up my own crap from the past that I completely forgot to find out how things were going at home with your mom. I should’ve asked sooner about her, and I’m sorry. Best friends shouldn’t act like that.”
 
   Ronnie smiled at Sarah, amazed at how unselfish and considerate she was.
 
   “Don’t worry about it, Sarah. It’s no big deal.”
 
   They started riding their bikes down Miller’s Road in opposite directions. Ronnie had pedaled about thirty yards before he stopped and turned back to look at Sarah. To his surprise, she’d also stopped and was looking back at him. They waved good-bye to one another and then rode their bikes home, each of them looking forward to the next day when they would get to see each other again.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Part Five:
 
   October 29th, Two Days ‘til Halloween
 
    
 
    
 
   Ronnie was late getting to the Pumpkin House the next day, arriving at a few minutes past noon. When he went around to the back of the farmhouse, he found Sarah already working on the jack-o’-lanterns. Mr. Keenan was helping her. Even though Ronnie was only volunteering, he felt a little guilty for not showing up on time, like he was letting both Sarah and Mr. Keenan down despite the previous night’s horrible events.
 
   “Sorry I’m late, Mr. Keenan.” Ronnie’s tone was genuine but there was a noticeable undercurrent of despondency as well.
 
   Mr. Keenan looked up with a furrow of concern across his brow. Ronnie knew the old man could tell something was wrong with him, but Mr. Keenan didn’t push the matter. He merely stood up, grabbed a hold of his cane, and handed the list of names over to Ronnie.
 
   “That’s alright. It gave me and Sarah a chance to talk about some stuff. If you need anything, just let me know.”
 
   Mr. Keenan’s eyes lingered on Ronnie a moment, conveying how this last statement had been mainly directed towards him.
 
   Once Mr. Keenan was gone, Sarah bombarded Ronnie with a barrage of questions, wanting to know if everything was alright and why he was so late.
 
   Ronnie glanced at the jack-o’-lanterns to see how many they had left to do. Sarah and Mr. Keenan had been hard at work, leaving only about thirty or forty jack-o’-lanterns to finish for the day. 
 
   As Ronnie set the list of names and pen on the table, Sarah came over and sat down beside him.
 
   He struggled with where to begin, feeling so dazed and overawed by the previous night’s events. Sensing his difficulty, Sarah laid a supportive hand on his arm. Ronnie looked up and noticed how she was smiling at him in that way which somehow told him everything was going to be fine.
 
   But Ronnie wasn’t sure it would be alright this time.
 
   “Last night, Mom and Rick went out to dinner. No surprise, but they came home fighting. I was in my room watching TV when I heard Rick’s truck pull into the driveway. I could hear them arguing before they even walked through the door. But it didn’t sound like it was over anything major, so I turned up the volume on the TV because I didn’t want to listen to them. I just thought it was their usual bickering.” Ronnie paused as tears welled up in his eyes. “I couldn’t have been more wrong. The arguing got worse. Rick started saying crap about me and my Dad, how I was worthless just like him and how I thought I was better than everyone else. Have I told you about my Dad and Rick?”
 
   Sarah shook her head.
 
   “Well, the funny thing is they used to be best friends when they were little. Of course, their friendship was formed out of close proximity rather than common interests. They grew up in the same neighborhood, but once they got into middle school, their friendship ended. They started hanging around with different groups, you know how it is. I think Rick always hated or resented my Dad for their friendship ending or something. Maybe that’s why he wanted to be with Mom so bad once Dad was gone, kind of like his way of getting back at him.
 
   “But last night, when Rick brought up my Dad and started in on me, Mom didn’t back down like she normally does. I think she’d finally had enough of Rick, realizing how cruel and mean he is, and she was going to break up with him for good.
 
   “I only wish she would’ve realized it sooner. If she had, maybe she wouldn’t be in the hospital right now.”
 
   “Oh no, Ronnie, what happened?”
 
   “Before I even knew what was going on, I heard hitting, screaming, crying, and things breaking. I was so shocked by what I heard coming from the living room that I couldn’t move, frozen on the spot. I mean, deep down I’ve always known Rick would one day hurt Mom really bad. But when he finally did it, I couldn’t believe it was actually happening. I kept trying to get off my bed, but it was like my legs wouldn’t listen to what my brain was telling them to do. I have no idea how long I sat there; it could’ve been seconds or minutes. All I know is that it seemed like an eternity while I could do nothing except listen to Mom get the crap beat out of her.”
 
   Ronnie paused a moment. His eyes were full of shame as he silently pleaded with Sarah to believe him. 
 
   “When I heard the front door slam shut and Rick’s truck squeal out of the driveway, I was finally able to move. I ran into the living room.
 
   “It was horrible, Sarah. I couldn’t believe my eyes. Broken glass was everywhere. Rick had pushed her into the glass curio cabinet she kept her knick-knacks in. It was smashed to hell, the knick-knacks in such broken, unrecognizable pieces that I couldn’t tell what was what. Mom was lying on the floor and wasn’t moving. Her whole face was swollen, covered in blood, and already bruised up. I don’t know if Rick punched her or kicked her once she was down, but he messed her up real bad. Her right eye was starting to swell shut, and I could tell her left one was hemorrhaging.
 
   “I was too scared to move her or even touch her. I yelled a few times, trying to wake her up, but she wasn’t responding. I thought she was dead until I noticed her shallow and labored breathing. I ran into the kitchen, grabbed the phone, and called 9-1-1. Once I gave them our address, I went back into the living room with Mom.
 
   “That was the longest ten minutes of my life waiting for the cops and the ambulance to get there. I felt so helpless because there was nothing I could do to wake her up. But even more, I felt so guilty because I hadn’t stopped Rick from beating the crap out of her. I’d just been so shocked and horrified at what was going on that I couldn’t move to help her.”
 
   Sarah gave him a reassuring look, trying to convince him how it wasn’t his fault. But Ronnie felt the guilt oozing off him as if he’d just climbed out of a sewer after having been trapped inside for weeks.
 
   “The ambulance arrived first. While the paramedics were poking her with needles, hooking her up to machines, and trying to stop the bleeding, the cops got there. The police officer pulled me over to the side, telling me not to worry and how Mom was going to be alright. They were finally able to get her stabilized enough to move. I rode with the cop to the hospital.
 
   “On the way, he asked me what happened. I told him how Rick had beat Mom up, and he asked me if I saw Rick do it. I told him I didn’t, but I’d seen Rick do it plenty of times before. Then, he asked me if I actually saw Rick was the one in the house arguing with Mom. I hated to admit it, but I hadn’t. I could tell by the look in his eyes there was a good chance Rick would get away with it unless Mom was willing to press charges.
 
   “When we reached the hospital, the cop sat out in the waiting room with me. About an hour later, the doctor came out and said Mom had two broken ribs and something called a cerebral confusion.”
 
   “Do you mean a cerebral contusion?” Sarah asked.
 
   Ronnie nodded his head.
 
   “It’s basically a bruised brain. It happened to my uncle a couple of years ago when he had a bad car wreck.”
 
   “The doctor also said Mom would have to stay in the hospital for a few days so they could get the swelling on her brain to go down. The cop asked the doctor if Mom was conscious and if he could talk to her. The doctor hesitated but said it would be alright as long as he didn’t press her too hard with questions or stress her out.
 
   “About ten minutes later, the cop came walking back down the hall. I could tell by the look on his face it hadn’t gone like he’d hoped. He sat back down beside me and let out an aggravated sigh. He told me Mom wasn’t cooperating. She wouldn’t tell him what had happened or who had done it to her. He thought she was too scared to have Rick arrested or even to file a DVP on him.”
 
   “What’s a DVP?”
 
   “It’s a Domestic Violence Petition. She could basically take Rick to court and the judge could issue a domestic violence protective order, preventing Rick from even going within fifty feet of her. But the cop thought Mom was afraid Rick would do something worse to her if she did press charges. I have a hard time imagining anything could be worse, other than killing her. The cop also told me this was how it sometimes happens in abusive relationships. The victim becomes so scared of the abuser that they won’t go to the authorities even though they could help them and protect them. But, the cop said, unless Mom came around and pressed charges or at least filed a DVP on him, Rick would get away with it since I hadn’t actually seen him do anything to her.
 
   “I felt like crap. If I would’ve just came out of my room when they got home or gone in there when he was beating the crap out of her, then he would be behind bars right now. But, like I said, I just froze when it happened.”
 
   Once Ronnie finished, he felt emotionally on edge like a destructive storm had ripped through him as he relived the entire horrible night again. But he had to admit how talking to Sarah about it made him feel a little better.
 
   Sarah remained silent, merely staring at Ronnie with a sad look in her eyes. He could tell she wasn’t sure how to react, and he honestly didn’t expect her to say anything. His mother was laid up in the hospital beaten to within an inch of her life while Rick still walked the streets.
 
   No words of comfort were going to change those facts.
 
   “Did you talk to your Mom?” Sarah finally asked. “Try and get her to press charges against Rick?”
 
   “Yeah, I talked to her before the cop left the hospital. He thought maybe I could talk some sense into her. At first, I tried to be compassionate and sympathetic, telling her she needed to tell the police how Rick had beaten her up and how they could keep him from doing it again. She refused, not even giving me a reason why. That just made me angry. I told her if she didn’t do anything about it, Rick was going to do it again – only next time she might end up dead. She still wouldn’t tell the police Rick had done it or press charges against him. I gave up. Before he left, the cop told me maybe she would come around in a couple of days.”
 
   “I’m so sorry, Ronnie. Like the cop said, maybe your mom will–”
 
   “She won’t,” Ronnie interjected. “I know deep down she won’t, Sarah. Mom’s too scared of Rick now. He took any fight she might’ve had in her and beat it out of her.”
 
   Sarah changed the subject, not wanting to push the matter any further and upset Ronnie even more. “Where are you staying while she’s in the hospital? And how long is she going to be in there?”
 
   “They’re not sure yet; at least a couple of days they said. Aunt Ruth said I could stay with her. I just hope it’s not for too long because her house has that old-lady-musty-and-stinky-perfume-smell to it.”
 
   Sarah laughed and playfully smacked Ronnie on the arm. “You’re so mean!”
 
   The laughter helped break the palpable tension which had been draping over them since Ronnie started telling his story, a tension so tight Ronnie had felt strangled by it.
 
   “What made you come over here today? You should’ve stayed with your mom since all of this just happened last night.”
 
   “They let me stay at the hospital last night with her. She didn’t wake up until about ten o’clock this morning. She was more alert but she looks like hell. After a little while, she asked why I wasn’t at the Pumpkin House. I told her I wasn’t going today, but she said that was nonsense and tried to reassure me she would be fine. I wanted to stay with her, but she just kept telling me to come over here. So, I did. Besides, maybe these jack-o’-lanterns will take my mind off everything. For a little while, at least.”
 
   “So, you do feel up to getting some work done?”
 
   “Sure,” Ronnie answered as he picked up the list of names. He wanted to get right to work so he could get his mind off everything as soon as possible. He felt like he’d been consumed by the situation for days rather than hours.
 
   They worked languidly over the next few hours on the forty or so remaining jack-o’-lanterns, neither one of them in any hurry to finish up with the day’s work. They were up to the names beginning with the letter P and wouldn’t have too many jack-o’-lanterns left to do tomorrow.
 
   Mr. Keenan wouldn’t officially open up the Pumpkin House until tomorrow night, the day before Halloween. But people had already started coming by to get a look at the jack-o’-lanterns on display. Mr. Keenan didn’t care; as long as all 853 jack-o’-lanterns protecting the good souls of Smith’s Grove from Old Notch-foot were completed and put out by midnight on Halloween, then Mr. Keenan was fine.
 
   Once they were finished for the day, Ronnie pedaled his bike down the road, in a hurry to get to the hospital and check on his mother. Sarah stared after him until he was out of sight, worried not only about Ronnie’s mother but about what Ronnie was going to do to Rick.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Part Six:
 
   October 30th, the Day before Halloween
 
    
 
    
 
   Ronnie stood in front of the Pumpkin House.
 
   The lights emanating from the jack-o’-lanterns illuminated the entire front property, giving the illusion it was late evening just as the sun was sinking below the horizon rather than late at night. Ronnie glanced at his watch. It was almost ten o’clock. The cars coming out to the Pumpkin House to look at the hundreds of jack-o’-lanterns on display had stopped their bumper-to-bumper drive-by about an hour ago. But Ronnie remained hidden in the woods beside the road, making sure no one else was going to come by and waiting for Mr. Keenan to go to bed. 
 
   Five minutes ago, all of the lights in the house had been turned off.
 
   As Ronnie hunkered down and scanned his eyes over the rows upon rows of jack-o’-lanterns, he thought back to the day’s earlier events.
 
   This morning, there had only been about sixty jack-o’-lanterns left for him and Sarah to finish on the final “work day” at the Pumpkin House. When Ronnie had called off Rick’s name, he’d almost dropped the stack of papers onto the ground. His eyes had shot over at Sarah, who gave him a strange look before writing Rick’s name on the bottom of the pumpkin, like she was seeking conspiratorial approval to leave Rick’s name off the jack-o’-lantern. But he hadn’t stopped her. 
 
   Looking back now, it would’ve made Ronnie’s job easier because he wouldn’t have to take the risk of getting caught like he was now. But it also would’ve involved Sarah in what he was going to do, and Ronnie didn’t want to do that to her.
 
   When they’d finished with the last jack-o’-lantern, Ronnie and Sarah had stayed and helped set out the remaining jack-o’-lanterns. Ronnie made sure he was the one who set out the jack-o’-lantern with Rick’s name on it. This fantastical and last-ditch plan had been forming in his mind ever since Sarah had given him that strange look before she wrote Rick’s name down, and he wanted to make sure he knew exactly where Rick’s jack-o’-lantern was placed.
 
   Ronnie cleared his head of the day’s previous events. He glared at the jack-o’-lantern protecting Rick’s “good” soul from Old Notch-foot. It looked exactly like the other jack-o’-lanterns, the same simple face carved into it. But as he stared at it longer and longer, the smiling face on the jack-o’-lantern seemed to change into something different, morphing into the face of a monster with a malevolent grimace.
 
   Ronnie shivered as a cold, creepy feeling crawled up the length of his spine like a snake coiling around each individual vertebra. He wondered for a brief moment if maybe he wasn’t going crazy, having a nervous breakdown because of what Rick had done to his mother. It wasn’t only how the face of the jack-o’-lantern had seemed to change, although that in and of itself was screwy enough; he also questioned his sanity because of why he was out here in the first place and what he was planning to do.
 
   Ronnie still didn’t know if Mr. Keenan’s stories about Old Notch-foot were true or not. He’d fought with believing them all week.
 
   But Sarah believed the stories.
 
   And for some reason, hunkered down out here in the dark, that was enough for Ronnie. Knowing Sarah believed in Old Notch-foot erased his doubt and strengthened his resolve. Besides, there wasn’t anything else he could do to make Rick pay, and his mother wasn’t going to press charges against Rick for what he’d done to her.
 
   Ronnie’s plan was a long shot, but it was the only choice he had.
 
   Ronnie took a deep breath and slowly stood up. He glanced at the farmhouse one last time to make sure Mr. Keenan wasn’t looking out the windows or standing on the front porch smoking his pipe.
 
   The coast was clear.
 
   He sprinted over to the jack-o’-lantern with Rick’s name on it and dropped down to his knees, looking around to make sure he hadn’t been spotted. 
 
   No one was around. 
 
   After he removed the battery-powered artificial light, Ronnie grabbed the jack-o’-lantern and dashed back towards the road. When he got there, he spun around back towards the farmhouse. 
 
   He still didn’t see anyone. 
 
   Ronnie turned the jack-o’-lantern upside down and read the name on the bottom.
 
   RICK WILLIAMS.
 
   He grinned and hurried over to his bicycle. 
 
   Ronnie knew it was nuts, but he could somehow feel wickedness pouring off Rick’s jack-o’-lantern, oozing over his body and seeping down into the pores of his skin.
 
   He hopped on his bike, clutching the jack-o’-lantern tightly to his chest with his left hand, and started pedaling his bike down the road.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Ronnie glanced up when he heard the train whistle in the distance. He was sitting on the ground, about ten feet away from the railroad tracks, and been thinking about a story his father had told him when he was little – one of the few clear memories he had of his father.
 
   His father and grandfather had gone to the railroad tracks when Ronnie’s father was about nine or ten. They’d placed pennies on the rails and waited for a train to come. After one had passed by, they collected the flattened pennies left in the train’s wake. 
 
   It wasn’t anything exciting, but it was one of those father-son experiences he would never have. His father had promised he would take him one day to flatten pennies on the railroad tracks once he got older.
 
   But it had never happened.
 
   His father was gone now.
 
   Ronnie stared down at his hand. He was holding one of those flattened pennies from that special day shared between his father and grandfather.
 
   As he rubbed his thumb across the smooth, flattened surface of the penny, he heard the train whistle again. He glanced up and saw the train was about one hundred yards away now. He stood up and backed a safer distance away from the tracks.
 
   When he was about thirty feet away, he stopped and glared at the jack-o’-lantern he’d placed on the tracks at the railroad crossing, the one with Rick’s name on it.
 
   As the train got closer, Ronnie focused all of his attention on the face carved into the jack-o’-lantern. Once again, the face began to change. But this time, it transformed into the face of Rick, flashing a mocking sneer that told Ronnie there wasn’t anything he could do to stop him from hurting his mother.
 
   Tears began to fall from Ronnie’s eyes, but he didn’t know if they were the result of despair or anger.
 
   “Bastard!” His scream echoed across Hager’s Branch Road, deserted at that time of night.
 
   Ronnie then spit a big, slimy loogie, hitting Rick’s jack-o’-lantern face seconds before the train plowed into it.
 
   The train rolled by at a steady twenty-five miles per hour, the rhythmic clang of the wheels on the tracks almost hypnotic. Ronnie stared at the CSX railroad cars as they passed by, spotting graffiti spray-painted on the side of them every once in a while. He could make out what some of the graffiti said, but the majority of it was as unintelligible to him as hieroglyphics, either written in strange-looking letters or containing bizarre phrases.
 
   After about three minutes, the train was gone. All that remained of the jack-o’-lantern was a heap of smashed pulp scattered all over the tracks.
 
   Ronnie smiled as he imagined the demolished pumpkin was Rick’s mangled body lying on the tracks, his limbs and entrails flung helter skelter.
 
   In the depths of his heart, Ronnie yearned for Old Notch-foot to be real and dispense an excruciating retribution on Rick for what he’d done.
 
   Ronnie walked over and picked his bike up off the ground, taking one last look at the decimated jack-o’-lantern on the railroad crossing. 
 
   “God, I hope you get what’s coming to you.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Part Seven:
 
   October 31st, Halloween Night
 
    
 
    
 
   Ronnie hid in the shadows. For more than two hours he’d been sitting across the street from The Drinking Well, watching and waiting. The trick-or-treaters had long since withdrawn for the night, their frenzied quest for candy having officially ended at eight o’clock. It was getting cold, and, as much as he longed for the warmth of indoors, he was determined to see this through.
 
   Ronnie knew Rick would go out drinking tonight. He wouldn’t pass up an opportunity to get drunk. Celebrating Halloween was as good of an excuse as any for a boozer like Rick, even if he didn’t dress up in a costume like most revelers out at the bars tonight. Ronnie also assumed Rick wouldn’t take the chance of driving anywhere. The cops would be keeping an eye on him, looking for any excuse to bust him since Ronnie’s mother was afraid to press charges. Ronnie knew this, and evidently Rick wasn’t so dense as to be blind to this fact either.
 
   Ronnie had followed Rick when he left his house about nine o’clock, making sure he kept a safe distance behind so he wouldn’t be spotted. Rick had walked the three blocks to The Drinking Well and been inside ever since. Ronnie could picture him drinking beer and laughing with his buddies and flirting with the waitress as if he hadn’t done anything wrong whatsoever, while his mother was in a bed still recuperating from her injuries.
 
   But maybe, just maybe, Rick would pay for what he’d done.
 
   But that possibly was a longshot, gambling on whether or not little kiddie stories about monsters were true.
 
   Ronnie glanced at his watch. It was almost eleven o’clock.
 
   He doubted anything would happen to Rick, but, if it was, Old Notch-foot had about an hour. But even if Old Notch-foot failed to show up, Ronnie was determined to make Rick pay.
 
   He felt inside his jacket pocket. He ran his fingertips across the knife, reassuring himself it was still there. When his mother gave it to him, she said it was his father’s knife, given to him by his own father, Ronnie’s grandfather. Ronnie didn’t know whether the knife had actually belonged to his father or if his mother had bought the “father-son heirloom” at Wal-Mart and then given it to him.
 
   But it would suffice if Old Notch-foot turned out to be just the fanciful yarn of an old man.
 
   Half an hour later, Ronnie stepped back farther into the shadows as the front door to The Drinking Well opened. Rick staggered out, yelling good-bye to his friends inside. He stood out front a moment, looking up and down the street, either making sure the cops weren’t watching him or trying to figure out where to go next.
 
   Given Rick’s obvious inebriated state, it was probably the latter.
 
   Rick turned right and walked up Chestnut Street, struggling to conceal his drunken stagger.
 
   Ronnie waited until Rick was about halfway up the block before following after him, creeping along with his bike and making sure Rick didn’t spot him out of the corner of his blurry vision.
 
   After three blocks, Rick stopped at the corner of Chestnut Street and Boyd Avenue. Rick’s house was around the corner to the right and a block down on Boyd. Ronnie supposed Rick was going to call it a night and head home, but instead his eyes lingered towards the railroad tracks on his left.
 
   Ronnie followed Rick’s gaze. He strained his ears and picked up the faint sound of music drifting across the tracks from The Rail.
 
   The Rail was, without a doubt, the sleaziest, dingiest, deadest hole-in-the-wall bar in town. But tonight, it sounded like there was a big party going on, exciting enough to peak Rick’s interest and change his mind about calling it a night.
 
   As Rick stumbled towards the tracks, Ronnie glanced at his watch. It was ten minutes ‘til midnight. Old Notch-foot obviously wasn’t going to do anything, and now Ronnie would have to wait another two hours or more until Rick was done drinking at The Rail. He let out an exasperated sigh and shivered a little from the cold before following after Rick.
 
   Rick stopped in the middle of the street leading up to the railroad tracks. He glanced in both directions to make sure a train wasn’t coming. The tracks were empty. He staggered forward to cross over to the festivities awaiting him at The Rail.
 
   For a brief second, Ronnie’s mind flashed back to when he’d set Rick’s jack-o’-lantern on the railroad tracks and watched it get smashed to a pulp. He pictured a train coming by and plowing into Rick, the retribution for what he’d done to his mother carried out by the hands of Old Notch-foot.
 
   But when Ronnie didn’t see any train coming, he realized how foolish he was acting.
 
   There is no damn Old Notch-foot, he thought dejectedly, hanging his head down. 
 
   He found it hard to imagine how Sarah could so sincerely believe Mr. Keenan’s fabricated stories. But he was even more surprised by how he’d almost fallen for them as well. He felt like he’d just been told there was no Santa Claus or Easter Bunny.
 
   Ronnie lifted his head up and started to follow after Rick, but stopped when he noticed Rick wasn’t alone. Someone stood on the tracks in front of him. Ronnie dropped his bike to the ground and jetted down Boyd Avenue, ducking behind a tree when he was about fifteen yards away. He stood with his back to the tree for a moment catching his breath before he peeked around to see what was going on.
 
   “Where’d ya’ ge’that cool cos’ume, man?” Rick asked in a slurred voice.
 
   Ronnie squinted to get a better look. He could barely make out the guy’s costume. He stepped farther out from behind the tree, the street lights illuminating every detail. He had to admit it was probably the coolest costume he’d ever seen.
 
   The costume was dark-colored and skin-tight fitting with a beef jerky texture to it. It reminded Ronnie of the pictures he’d seen in school of Egyptian mummified corpses once the bandages had been removed. The guy wore gloves and a claw at least six inches long protruded from each fingertip. The corded muscles on the costume in combination with the guy’s scrawny build and well over six foot frame made him look both freakish and frightening.
 
   The mask looked like it came straight out of some monster flick, reminding Ronnie of a mix between Pumpkinhead and Alien.
 
   It was shaped like an over-sized football, and the bottom half of the face consisted almost entirely of a gaping maw with long, sharp teeth which ran around towards the back. The demonic eyes were black, but they had a faint reddish reflection to them Ronnie could see when the light hit them just right.
 
   The guy had obviously spent a lot of money on such a professional-looking Halloween costume as this, one you wouldn’t find in just any store.
 
   But he was ignoring Rick’s question. Ronnie figured the guy was either drunk himself or messing with Rick by trying to scare him.
 
   Rick clearly wasn’t amused. He balled his hands up into tight fists, taking menacing strides forward. Ronnie was afraid he’d have to watch Rick beat the crap out of this poor fellow – a guy who was probably just some teenager trying to have some harmless Halloween fun.
 
   “I asked you a question, man.” Rick’s slur was gone along with his inquisitive tone, replaced by waning patience and waxing anger. “Where in the hell did you get that cool costume?”
 
   The guy remained silent, still ignoring Rick.
 
   Even from his hidden vantage point behind the tree, Ronnie could sense the rage boiling up in Rick. Surely the guy in the costume wasn’t blind to it standing only a few feet away. 
 
   Ronnie reached into his pocket and wrapped his fingers around the knife. For a brief moment, he thought about helping the guy. He could sneak up behind Rick and bury the knife in his back. But he realized it wouldn’t do any good. As soon as he tried to sneak up to the tracks, Rick would hear his tennis shoes crunching on the gravel even in his inebriated state.
 
   “Okay, asshole, I’m going to ask you one more time. Where did you–”
 
   In a blur of motion, the guy snatched Rick by the throat. Rick flew into a coughing fit as the guy tightened his grip. Blood trickled down Rick’s neck from the claws digging into his skin.
 
   “It can’t be,” Ronnie whispered, watching the combination of a horrible nightmare and a dream come true unfold before his eyes.
 
   Old Notch-foot lifted Rick into the air. Ronnie was astonished by the strength of the creature, grasping Rick by the throat and dangling him about six inches off the ground as effortlessly as if he were a small child rather than a grown man. The creature pulled Rick closer to its face and the rows of sharp teeth comprising half of its head. Every muscle in Ronnie’s body tensed, eager to watch Old Notch-foot chomp Rick’s head off just like Ozzy Osbourne had once bitten off the head of a bat. 
 
   But instead, Old Notch-foot sniffed Rick a few times and then tilted its head slowly from side to side as if examining his face.
 
   That’s the son-of-a-bitch you’ve come for tonight.
 
   Ronnie had to constrain himself from shouting the thought out loud.
 
   Satisfied it had the right person, Old Notch-foot turned and strode to the other side of the railroad tracks, now carrying Rick by the neck at an arm’s length away. Even though Rick’s face was red and he was gasping for air, he didn’t lose consciousness.
 
   Once across the tracks, Old Notch-foot laid Rick down on the ground, placing his head on top of the first rail. Rick punched and kicked the creature but Old Notch-foot continued to pin his head against the rail with its vise-like grip, ignoring Rick’s ineffective attempts at escape.
 
   Ronnie heard a train whistle in the distance – two long blasts, followed by a short toot, and finally a long blast again. Rick ceased his rapid-fire volley of punches and glanced up the tracks, spotting the headlight of the rapidly approaching locomotive.
 
   Ronnie beamed with satisfaction as he imagined the expression on Rick’s face, the look of horror in his eyes as he realized what was about to happen.
 
   Panic engulfed Rick as he started pounding and pummeling Old Notch-foot even harder than before, frantically looking back and forth between the behemoth thundering towards him and the monstrosity pinning him down in its path.
 
   When the train was about forty yards away, Rick gave up his useless struggle and let out an ear-piercing, banshee-like scream, his wails announcing the approach of his own imminent death. Ronnie had never heard a cry so full of terror and pleading, but it gave him pleasure nonetheless.
 
   Old Notch-foot must have relished in Rick’s scream as much as Ronnie because it merely laughed at him, a jovial and bloodcurdling sound which made Ronnie smile despite the hairs on his neck standing on end.
 
   Ronnie heard a voice in his head, and immediately realized the words were intended for Rick, who was unquestionably hearing the same voice in his own head. The sound of Old Notch-foot’s voice was a combination of the scraping sounds of fingernails down a chalkboard and a shovel against concrete, causing Ronnie to almost pee his pants as the flesh on his arms prickled with goose bumps.
 
   Know why you die.
 
   Images of Rick beating on his mother flashed in Ronnie’s mind. He instinctively closed his eyes to avoid seeing them. But even in the sanctuary behind his shut eyelids, the ghastly scenes continued. Despite how much they horrified Ronnie, he steeled his resolve knowing the effect they were having on Rick.
 
   The train whistled again, a long-sounding blast laced with danger. Ronnie’s eyes snapped open. The locomotive was only yards away. Old Notch-foot glanced up at Ronnie. Their eyes met for the briefest of moments before the creature released its hold and the train squashed Rick’s head to a bloody pulp as if it was a pumpkin.
 
   The train continued to roll by, the spaces in between the railroad cars flashing by intermittently, giving Ronnie an animated motion view, similar to a child’s flip book, of Old Notch-foot standing up, slowly walking away in the opposite direction, and then vanishing into the night.
 
   Ronnie glanced at his watch to confirm what he already knew. It was midnight. He turned and made his way back down Boyd Avenue to get his bike. He had no desire to wait around until the train was gone and see what was left of Rick.
 
   All that mattered was Rick had paid for what he’d done to his mother.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   That night, Ronnie barely slept. Every time he would doze off, the images of Old Notch-foot pinning Rick to the railroad tracks would invade his dreams, causing him to bolt upright in his bed, drenched in a cold sweat. As the hands on the clock sluggishly ticked into the late hours of the night, feelings of guilt rose up inside him.
 
   He didn’t feel any remorse over Rick’s death. That son-of-a-bitch had paid for what he’d done and got exactly what he deserved.
 
   No, Ronnie’s guilt lay with Mr. Keenan.
 
   The front page of tomorrow’s newspaper would be splattered with the headline of Rick’s death; nothing else ever happened in Smith’s Grove. It would be the top news story, and, although Ronnie supposed the authorities would label it as an accident or maybe even a suicide, Mr. Keenan would know the truth.
 
   Ronnie knew Mr. Keenan would confront him about it, demanding to know why he’d done something as dangerous as unleashing Old Notch-foot upon Smith’s Grove. Ronnie assumed Mr. Keenan would sympathize with the reason why he’d done it, but he doubted it would be sufficient to justify his actions in Mr. Keenan’s eyes.
 
   As guilty as Ronnie felt, he knew he had to do the right thing and tell Mr. Keenan what he’d done. He’d grown to regard Mr. Keenan as a close friend, as dear to him as the old man was to Sarah.
 
   He resolved to go over to Mr. Keenan’s farmhouse first thing in the morning and tell him what had happened. Whatever transpired afterwards, Ronnie was willing to take on the consequences.
 
    
 
   * * *
 
    
 
   Mr. Keenan was sitting in his rocking chair on the front porch as Ronnie pedaled up to the Pumpkin House the following morning. His old dog Rusty lay faithfully at his feet, lazily wagging his tail in unison to the rhythmic rocking back and forth motion of his master.
 
   Ronnie rode his bike up the driveway and saw Sarah sitting on the porch as well.
 
   He’d been willing to face Mr. Keenan and any resulting repercussions, but he wasn’t prepared to face both Mr. Keenan and Sarah and tell them what he’d done.
 
   Ronnie laid his bike down on the ground and strolled up towards the porch. The jack-o’-lanterns still littered the front yard like candy wrappers left at the bottom of a trick-or-treat bag. Mr. Keenan had told them dump trucks would come by on the day after Halloween to haul them away.
 
   Before Ronnie reached the front porch, Sarah was already walking down to meet him and pulling him over to the side. Ronnie glanced back over his shoulder at Mr. Keenan as Sarah led him around to the side of the house.
 
   “He’s been waiting for you,” she whispered once they were out of earshot. “He knows about Rick.”
 
   “I figured he would. All he had to do was read this morning’s newspaper. It was right there in big, black letters.”
 
   “Did you do it, Ronnie?”
 
   “Do what?” Ronnie put on his best innocent face and tried evading Sarah’s discerning eyes, but he knew it was useless. She could see right through his charade.
 
   “Did you do something to the jack-o’-lantern with Rick’s name on it?”
 
   Ronnie reluctantly nodded his head, afraid of what Sarah might think about him.
 
   “Hey,” she whispered, gently clasping him by the chin and lifting his head up, “it’s okay. I understand why you did it. I would’ve done the same thing too.”
 
   Ronnie gazed deeply into Sarah’s eyes, silently pleading for her to either confirm or allay the suspicion exploding out of him, a suspicion which he now realized had taken root deep down inside of him the other day when she’d told him about her father dying.
 
   Sarah let go of his chin and stared at him a moment, trying to read the expression on his face.
 
   “It’s true.” Her voice was devoid of remorse. “The coroner listed Dave’s death as a heart attack, but that’s not how he really died. Last year, I did something to his jack-o’-lantern, and Old Notch-foot made him pay for all those years of stealing my childhood and molesting me.”
 
   Ronnie was taken aback at first when Sarah spoke the word out loud. But then he saw the fortitude in her eyes, realizing she’d buried that part of her life when they threw the dirt on her father’s well-deserved grave. He considered asking her how Old Notch-foot had made Dave pay, but he decided against it for the moment. He didn’t know how he knew but they would have many long years of friendship ahead of them, and eventually, when she was ready, Sarah would give him all the details.
 
   “And you know what, Ronnie?” she continued. “I don’t feel one ounce of guilt over my decision. I did it because there was no other way and Dave deserved it, just like Rick.”
 
   “I don’t feel guilty over Rick. Like you said, he got what he deserved.” Ronnie paused a brief moment before continuing. “I’m worried about what Mr. Keenan is going to say to me once I tell him. I’m not going to lie about it. I doubt it would even do any good to try and run away from what I did.”
 
   “You’re right.” Sarah placed a reassuring hand on his arm, squeezing it gently. “Go talk to Mr. Keenan.”
 
   Ronnie walked back around to the front of the house, thinking about how he and Sarah had another special bond between them, formed from their acts of desperation at the Pumpkin House and solidified by the vengeful role of Old Notch-foot, their own personal Erinys.
 
   Once Ronnie reached the front of the house, he trudged up the porch steps and made his way over to the empty rocking chair beside Mr. Keenan. He kept his eyes glued to the ground the whole time like a criminal led before a judge to receive the sentence for his crime.
 
    “Well, Ronnie, Halloween’s over,” Mr. Keenan said, breaking the silence between the two of them. “You know what’s strange?”
 
   “What’s that, Mr. Keenan?”
 
   “Every Halloween, I worry about Old Notch-foot taking a good soul of Smith’s Grove.” Mr. Keenan continued to stare out at the mob of jack-o’-lanterns in his front yard, like he was addressing them rather than Ronnie. “But every once in a while, I realize Old Notch-foot has taken the right soul out of Smith’s Grove.”
 
   Ronnie shot a confused glance at Mr. Keenan, wondering what the old man was hinting at. He’d never told Mr. Keenan about what Rick had done to his mother. But Smith’s Grove was a small town and Mr. Keenan could’ve heard it from someone else, especially after Rick had put her in the hospital.
 
   Mr. Keenan wore a stone expression, concealing any hint of his knowledge about the abuse Ronnie’s mother had endured at the hands of Rick. As he continued to stare out at the jack-o’-lanterns, he began rubbing his gnarled, ancient cane with his just as gnarled and ancient fingers.
 
   “The right soul?” Ronnie finally asked. “What do you mean?”
 
   “Rick’s dead, isn’t he?”
 
   Ronnie merely nodded his head, unwilling to voice a response.
 
   “Head squashed like a pumpkin by a train – a nasty and rather unusual way to go, don’t you think? I expect the police will conclude he was drunk and got hit by a train while he was walking home from the bar. But even though it was a bad way to go, Rick deserved it, wouldn’t you say?”
 
   “What exactly do you know about Rick?”
 
   If Mr. Keenan knew or even suspected what he’d done, Ronnie wished he would just spit it out rather than drawing it out like one of his stories.
 
   “I know how sometimes, even in small towns like here in Smith’s Grove, there are monsters in the faces of people we see walking down the streets every day.” Ronnie noticed how Mr. Keenan didn’t answer his questions directly, but continued to speak in the same cryptic manner since this conversation had started. “And sometimes, if the circumstances are right, those monsters are destroyed.”
 
   “What monsters are in Smith’s Grove, Mr. Keenan?”
 
   “Well, some might say Old Notch-foot was a monster, if they knew he existed.”
 
   Ronnie thought about it for a moment, but he couldn’t decide for sure either way. “Is Old Notch-foot a monster?”
 
   “I guess you could call him a monster, or possibly even a demon. But even the best of people have demons that haunt them. So who’s to say a ‘demon’ or even a ‘monster’ is necessarily bad or evil?” Mr. Keenan paused a moment to see if Ronnie was going to ask a question before continuing. “You see, Ronnie, like I said, there are all kinds of monsters in the world, even in Smith’s Grove. The world isn’t a nice place and it’s full of very sick people. Sometimes, that monster is a father who sexually molests his own daughter, much like our own dear and sweet Sarah.”
 
   Ronnie was shocked Mr. Keenan knew about what had happened to Sarah, let alone speaking about it so openly. For all Mr. Keenan knew, Ronnie didn’t have a clue about what Sarah’s father had done to her and she might not want him to know.
 
   Ronnie started to voice his opinion on this matter, but Mr. Keenan cut him off.
 
   “And sometimes,” Mr. Keenan said, turning to look Ronnie in the eyes, “that monster is a man who puts a boy’s mother in the hospital after beating the hell out of her, the result of years of abuse.”
 
   Ronnie was speechless. Was Mr. Keenan merely letting him know he understood why he’d done it? Or was the old man actually approving of what he’d done? Ronnie’s stomach turned into a tightened and twisted ball of knots as he waited for him to continue.
 
   Mr. Keenan smiled meekly at Ronnie before turning his head down to stare at his walking cane, continuing to rub the old wood with his thumb. Ronnie also focused his attention on Mr. Keenan rubbing the dented and scratched up cane, afraid to look up at the old man’s face while he waited for him to answer the questions burning in his mind.
 
   “Ronnie, Old Notch-foot isn’t a monster. The monsters are the ones out there preying on those who can’t defend themselves. They are the ones doing those horrible things to the people who can’t make those monsters go away. The Pumpkin House protects the good souls of Smith’s Grove. But every once in a while, when a monster is loose in Smith’s Grove, Old Notch-foot finds a way to scratch them out.”
 
   Ronnie stared in disbelief as Mr. Keenan’s thumbnail slowly began to transform, growing in length and darkening in color. Within seconds, it had changed into a sharp, black claw. Awestruck, Ronnie watched as the clawed thumb scratched across the wood of the cane, leaving a mark about an inch long on the knotted, old piece of wood. For the first time, Ronnie noticed the twenty or so similar slash-marks running up the length of the cane, which would just appear to a casual observer as everyday scratches from using the cane for so many years. After the scratch had been made, the clawed thumb gradually transformed back into the dirty, pumpkin-stained thumbnail which had been rubbing against the cane just moments ago.
 
   Ronnie forced himself to look up at Mr. Keenan. The old man was smiling at him. But the smile didn’t contain any malice or threat; it was one of compassion and understanding.
 
   “Old Notch-foot always finds out, Ronnie. Every year, someone lets Old Notch-foot know who the really bad people are – the monsters walking around in Smith’s Grove. They point that person out to Old Notch-foot, and he takes care of the monster for them. You see, just like he helped me exact my revenge on Thomas Levi for what he’d done to my dear Malinda, so Old Notch-foot, that spirit of retribution I called forth and who became a part of me all those years ago, will always help deal out revenge for those who’ve been wronged.” Mr. Keenan laid a hand on Ronnie’s shoulder. “But that will be our little secret, just like it was with the others.”
 
   Ronnie smiled and nodded his head in agreement.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   AFTERWORD
 
    
 
    
 
   In Kenova, West Virginia, the house located at 748 Beech Street has become known over the years as The Pumpkin House. Every Halloween, Ric Griffith, the owner, and volunteers decorate his home with over 3,000 jack-o’-lanterns.
 
   The Pumpkin House in this book, while inspired by, should not be associated with the real one in any way, nor should the people and events used fictiously in this work.
 
   If you ever find yourself in the town of Kenova, West Virginia during the Halloween season, be sure and stop by 748 Beech Street and check out The Pumpkin House. It is quite a sight.
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