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Part I:
The Lost

Chapter One

My last memory from that time? That I was never to return to it.
As I ran to the rhythm of my breath, the beat of my heart provided the music
of being alive. I took a hill, not as bad as it looked; steep but short. Chestnut was a
single-lane road that cut through the back of town and led me onto Bishop Farm,
where I picked up Maple Lane.
Dotted with sugar maples, Maple Lane wound out ahead of me, and like a lazy
letter S, it snaked around for two long shaded miles. The sycamore trees had
limbs that reached across the sky like Rorschach spills. The sweat on my back
saturated my T-shirt, clinging like a second skin. The road had been nothing but
dirt for over a hundred years; though the town kept threatening to pave it, they
probably never will. A good part of the trail was a long narrow easement that took
me past a mile of farmland. The dirt kicked up a gentle cloud of dust under my
feet, soft and dry. The smell of freshly hoed hay and country pine lingered in the
air.
Maple Lane begins and ends at Pindar Corners, a fork in the road with a
blinking light. I picked up Robin’s Nest Road from there, turning left at the traffic
signal, as I always did. How many times? I’m not sure. But I do know this, or
thought I did: Robin’s Nest is the road I lived on with my wife, Adina, and our
children, Teddy, who was eight at the time and Lindsey, who hadn’t yet turned six.
The scent of flower gardens hit me like a perfumed galaxy, overwhelmingly
intense, from the abundance of flowers hidden behind picket fences and green
bristly privacy bushes, odiferous and colorful. I saw irises, lilies and peonies that
tilted in the breeze and slipped their scents toward me with flirtatious artistry.
Hundreds of times, I have picked up fragrances whispering from the
mountains. You see, for me, one of the pleasures of jogging on a country road was
catching smells. Even running through traces of horse manure carried in the wind,
or the mysterious scents of unrecognizable plants and animals just behind the
weeds, scents like that thrilled me. Might be perceived as such a small thing but it
isn’t, not when sweet, scented air was such a new thing for me.
I breathed in deeply. I took in passionflower vines climbing up trellises, a
cacophony of color. Sometimes I can catch freshly cut grass and the sizzled scent

of meat lingering on a barbeque, whetting my appetite for lunch.
Robin’s Nest Road is paved and wide, and I liked it because it dead-ends; the
only drivers who take it know exactly where they’re going, and trucks are rare.
Sometimes, I could run right down the middle with my arms outstretched. Feeling
good for me was sweating hard ... feeling good for me was pushing up the last
half mile, knowing I'd make it.
Jogging kept me centered ─ going at my own pace, my thoughts a free
association of expression. No race to win, just moving through the silence of my
mind, despite the rare chatter of birds or the occasional challenge of estival winds.
The only smells picked up back in New York City were mornings drenched in
the stench of garbage and the rancid, putrid odor of the homeless inhabitants who
lined the streets of midtown. I tried not to think about that because I was one of
the lucky ones: I wasn’t there. And I was where I was because of the foresight of a
man a lot smarter than I am. I was in Pindar Corners. A place you might want to
be a hundred years from now, or maybe a hell of a lot sooner.
The reasons why I was there, in Pindar Corners, were too complex to fathom.
Mistakes too great to lament. There was no sense dwelling on the past at all. Best
to just breathe in deeply and try to let it go. Besides, there was nothing we could
have done about it. No, nothing. Just concentrate on the aroma of gardenias,
orchids and the delirium of lilac, and forget about everything else. We still had
flowers, some species of birds, animals like skunks and rodents. We had life, and
most of all, we had the solace and the surety of Pindar Corners.
However, the luxury of forgetting was the one thing I couldn’t accomplish. I
was a generation too late for that. And as I jogged that day, the sound of a distant
gunshot jarred the aromatic titillation of my senses. So loud, it practically threw
me off my feet. It certainly wasn’t hunting season. I knew that well enough, but
there were those who didn’t give a damn about laws. Could have been someone
wanting to frighten off a black bear. Then again, plenty of people liked target
shooting in their back yards. It might have been some bored jerk shooting cans off
a fence. Or it might have been one of the children. I don’t think I was able to let in
that fear. As far as I knew, there had only been one murder in Pindar Corners
committed by a child. Maybe the shot I heard was just random and unintentional.
That was my thought that day; that was my prayer.
In retrospect, I didn’t have any other choices but the ones I made. But I must
tell you, had I not been as sapient as I was, darkness would have spread over the
earth like sudden blindness, a deep red blanket of blood would have covered over
the green fields and masked the cerulean skies. The smörgasbord of summer
flowers would have lain, like some rosaceous aftermath, buried in the memories
of those still standing, silently beholding the iniquity.
Sounds harsh, I know. You don’t believe me. But how could you know the
truth? Well, let me enlighten you to the unfortunate and abysmal future that I
alone curtailed. So much more violence might have come to pass were it not for
the intervention of improbability, events I never dreamed possible, occurrences
beyond my wildest imagination.

Anything out of the ordinary should always be treated with caution. It’s
certainly out of the ordinary to lose your life, wake up in a body that isn’t yours
and then return to wonder what madman created this impossible dilemma. Don’t
ever trust the predictability of recurring time or the logic of circumstance. The
only sure thing is the creation of your own making – a lesson I learned the hard
way.
On that early June day in Pindar Corners, I was in the prime of my life. A
perfect day, and I was about to die. I turned my cap around to keep the bugs off
my face and seconds later, I heard another shot. This time followed by a scream
so shrill I might have cupped my ears.
Breathing hard, my entire body as scarlet as the blinking turn light behind me
at the Corners, I reached into my waist belt for my water bottle. I took a few gulps
and then doused my face. Another scream pierced the air, followed by dogs
howling and barking, fracturing the mellifluous lilt of day. Despite the surreal
quality of the screams, an impulse told me to follow the sound.
Confused, with little idea of where the hell I was going, I continued to run.
After all, I was a hero. I was my own creation, as you are yours.
Another scream rang out from behind me. Disoriented, I pushed a button on
my earphone and called my wife. “I heard someone scream,” I said, barely giving
her time to say hello. “I can’t tell where it’s coming from.”
“What?”
“I heard someone scream,” I repeated.
“Well, who? Do you know?”
“Sounded like a woman but I couldn’t tell. Could have been a man. Could
have been a child.”
“Well, what do you think?”
“Well, I can't be sure.”
“Where are you? I’ll call the sheriff.”
“I’m just up the road.”
“On Robin’s Nest?”
“Yeah, yeah,” I said. “Get him here as fast as you can.”
“Be careful, Harry. Come home right away. It may be one of them,” she
warned me. "There may be more of them than we thought, and they might be
here, in Pindar Corners.”
“I have to help, Adina … someone’s being hurt. I heard gunshots. Maybe I can
save someone’s life. Do you think I should?”
“No, Harry, please, don’t be a hero.”
“I’ll be careful, I promise. I promise, but I have to help. Someone has been
shot.”
I sprinted back the way I’d come in, toward the Corners. Just at the blinking
turn light, I heard another scream – louder this time, more intense. There are four
roads at the corners: Hawthorne, Spruce, Robin’s Nest and, of course, Nobody’s
Road; but the scream wasn’t likely to be coming from Nobody’s Road because
Nobody’s Road goes back down toward county Route 12 and nobody lives on it.

Oh, except for some notorious stranger who may or may not live on the road
because no one ever sees him.
Gossip has it he doesn’t actually live on the road but drives down there every
now and then. Rumor is he bought up the land but didn’t build a damn thing on it.
The only thing on Nobody’s Road is an old concrete storage unit. It’s ugly: a
concrete slab amidst mountains of green. Maybe this infamous phantom will tear
it down and build something new, something grossly oval, like most of the newer
houses. Adina calls them “eco-friendly rotten eggs.” You’ll soon see how stupid I
was that day; Nobody’s Road held all the answers.
I looked up quickly when I heard a woman’s voice.
“Mr. Cooper, Mr. Cooper,” she called. I heard her distress.
It was Old Lady Leeds. That wasn’t really her name, of course, but Adina and
I always referred to her as “Old Lady Leeds.” If she had a first name, I had no
idea what it was. She lived at the first house on Robin’s Nest.
“I thought I heard someone screaming,” she said as I ran up to her.
“I heard it too,” I told her.
“You heard the shots, then?”
“Sure did.”
She took off her garden gloves and we walked out onto the road, listening for
the source of the gunshot. The uncomfortable thought occurred to me that we
could be open targets for a maniac with a rifle.
“Where did the shots come from?” she asked.
“Don’t know. I suggest you go inside, Mrs. Leeds.”
“Might have been hunters,” she said.
Another shot rang through the air, piercing the pale blue day and the birdsong
expectation of early morning. I practically jumped into her arms.
“Get inside,” I shouted and pushed her back. I ran toward the back of an old
shack on the other side of the road. Maybe Adina was right and I should ditch the
hero act; I wasn’t sure just how brave I wanted to be. Maybe I’d hang out until I
heard the sheriff’s siren. Let the law do their job, no need for me to lose my life
over it.
Old Lady Leeds ran back to the gate and called out my name.
“Get back!” I said sharply. “It’s not hunters – it’s not hunting season.”
“Take Hawthorne,” she called out to me. “I think the screams are coming from
Hawthorne. I think the shots are coming from Hawthorne, too. Go quick, Mr.
Cooper, someone needs help.”
I looked at her as if she were crazy, but saw the desperation in her expression.
She didn’t want to die either and I guess I was her savior. Shit. What the hell? My
day for intrepid acts. I turned and took the road behind me: Hawthorne.
“Help!” A man’s voice rang out.
I stopped running but I didn’t see anyone.
“Harry, is that you?”
He came out of the Lansing’s back yard, popped his head right up over a
Japanese Holly bush, as if he’d been hiding. It was Carl Lansing. He looked

frightened. More than that, he looked petrified, sweat streaming down his face
like an open hydrant.
“What the hell is it?” I asked. “I heard a woman scream,” breathing hard, my
shorts sticking to my legs.
“Yeah, you heard right.” He took in a deep breath, his face as red as mine felt.
“What the hell is going on?” I asked. “Is it one of them, one of the children?”
Carl grabbed onto my T-shirt. “I can’t believe it,” he wept profusely and
mournfully, like an animal in profound pain.
Whatever he was talking about, whatever he was afraid of, was inside his
house: he kept pointing to it. I ran through the open gate and into the yard without
thinking I could wind up with buckshot up my ass.
“Harry,” Carl called. “Be careful, he’s got a gun.”
No shit, I thought.
As I got to the front door, Carl called again. “Try not to hurt him, Harry.”
Yeah, sure, why should I hurt someone trying to kill me? was my next
thought.
The front door was wide open. Survival instinct told me not to go in, but I had
to find out who needed help. After all, bravery is the makeup of a man. I looked
back for Carl to see if he had followed behind me, but he wasn’t wearing the
makeup of a man that day.
I poked my head into the room carefully and listened hard. I heard nothing but
a dog whimpering. I crouched down and crept inside on all fours to behind a chair
and crouched down again. The dog continued to whimper. My heart pounded in
my chest; each breath I took might be my last.
The stairs directly in front of the chair went straight up to the second landing,
and shielded me from the landing. To my right was a wood stove: I picked up the
iron poker. If someone attempted to ambush me, they’d surely get a swift stab in
the gut.
Thirty seconds ticked by on the wall clock; I lifted my head to see if I could
see anything. At least, I had the poker to fight off any surprise attacks.
Blood on the stairs was the first thing I saw. Still wet, which probably meant
the killer was close. Then I saw the dog, a cute little terrier my kids liked to play
with.
“Oscar,” I called to the dog. I wanted him out of harm’s way, fearing he would
be shot, as well.
Oscar lay flat on his stomach. He refused to budge, protecting Katie.
“Oh, shit,” I whispered. It took every ounce of self-control not to put my head
down and weep.
Katie Lansing was Carl and Susan’s five-year-old daughter, and she was dead.
I didn’t even have to touch her. I knew by her face, most of which was missing.
Frantic, I looked around, breathing heavily, my heart about to burst out of my
chest, certain the killer could hear every breath I took. Clearly, a monster was
loose in this house. Shaking so much, I felt useless, unable to wield my only
weapon should I have to.

I gathered my courage as best I could and slowly started up the stairs, the
poker tightly in my hand. But there wasn’t a killer in the world that would have
taken me seriously, because I was bawling loudly, like a baby.
On the landing lay Susan Lansing, Carl’s wife and little Katie’s mother,
slumped over and covered in blood. She was dead too, no question about it.
Why the hell didn’t Carl protect his family?
The realization of who might have done this washed over me. The next
question was whether I could raise that poker in defense. Could I strike a child?
But I had to raise it now and I would strike. I would kill him. I might not want to,
but I would.
Quietly, I eased back down the stairs. Petrified. Every nerve ending screamed
that this monster, crouched in a corner, waited for me. I wished I were closer to
the open front door.
Both feet back on level ground, I bolted toward the door. Katie and Susan
were gone, the best thing to do was to save myself.
I heard the sound as he came out from behind the drape and spun on reflex
when I heard his voice.
“Galactigo. Galactigo, stop, or I’ll shoot you dead!”
Corey Lansing pointed a twelve-gauge shotgun at me. Carl and Susan’s tenyear-old son. He smiled as if the dead bodies of his mother and sister weren’t
lying in pools of blood.
“Corey?” I whispered.
“Who the hell are you?” he said. “You’re not Galactigo.”
The blast from the shotgun in his hand blew me off my feet.
“Another one,” I whispered, right before my body shattered into pieces.
Everything went black. Time stopped, but I heard my heartbeat … thump …
thump … thump. Someone called me … then nothing …
I was a whole new man, lost in an echo to a history that never knew my name.
You don’t believe me? It is the future. It is the truth.

