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Someone threw another log on the fire, and Austin leaned back in his lawn chair, away 

from the blast of heat on his face. The smoke swirled and a few deep pops threw sparks out 

towards his legs. He rested the back of his neck on the aluminum frame and stared up into space. 

Stars, an incredible number of stars up there. He waxed philosophical, his perception altered by 

the beer and pot he’d consumed. Behind him, frogs and night insects kept up a steady chorus in 

the pitch black. The only light besides the stars came from the flickering fire, and the only 

sounds besides the insects came from the small collection of teenage boys.  

Austin knew that few people would believe this was New Jersey. Most people thought 

the whole of New Jersey could be found along the Garden State Parkway in the triangle that 

included Trenton, Newark and Elizabeth. But down south there were the pine barrens, and up 

here, in the far northwest corner outside West Milford, was a slice of Appalachia. There were 

miles of hardwood forests dissected by little creeks leading to swampy lakes where snapping 

turtles lurked, waiting to latch on to a toe. Deer browsed beneath beech, birch, oak and 

sweetgum. It was rumored that black bear still rambled through from time to time, although the 

only bear Austin knew of in the area belonged to Buck Loren’s great-grandfather Pops and was 

kept in a pen. 

Austin let his chin drop down again. It was late, and several of the boys had already 

crashed out on the ground just outside the circle of light. A couple of others were drowsing in 

their chairs. Buck Loren was holding forth to an audience now consisting only of Austin, his 

cousin Henry, and Todd Standingman, who might or might not actually be awake. One of the 

advantages of inviting Buck to a party was that he possessed an endless mental collection of dirty 

jokes, stories, and wild descriptions. He never repeated one, as far as Austin could tell, even 

though he could continue for hours. At the end of the evening, before he retired to his sleeping 

bag, Buck would usually favor those remaining awake with a ghost story or two that he’d learned 

from Pops Loren, with whom Buck lived in the summer, deep in the woods at his ranch. 

Buck had arrived at ghost story stage. Austin blinked a few times, trying to focus through 

the fog of smoke and alcohol.  

“So do you know why I never walk home at night after these parties?” Buck asked, 

turning deliberately from Henry to Austin and back again. His voice dropped to a whisper.  

“Because it’s dark and you’re drunk?” Henry guessed. 



“Oh, I know these woods well enough to get home in the pitch black dark, even without a 

flashlight, even when I’m drunk, even on that little narrow trail,” Buck assured him. “Remember, 

I’ve been coming up here every summer since I was ten. I’ve walked that trail between Pops’ 

place and your camp here hundreds of times.” He shook his head slowly. “That’s not the reason.” 

“So why?” Henry scooched down in his folding chair, stretching his long legs towards 

the fire; his face was shrouded in dark. 

Buck leaned forward, his elbows on his knees. The side of his face was weirdly lit by the 

red light of the fire, now burning low. “Because of Ol’ Handy,” he intoned. 

“Ol’… Ol’ HANDY?” Henry burst into laughter. “That’s supposed to be scary? Sounds 

like some dude enjoying himself back in the woods.” 

Buck waited for Henry to compose himself. “It’s not a dude. It’s a lady. She used to live 

around here. Supposedly she was a rock climber. She’d go climb over in Delaware Water Gap, 

but then at night she’d come up through here. ’Cause she liked to climb those boulders back over 

in the woods at night.” 

 “Wait a minute,” Austin interrupted. “How the hell did she climb them at night? It’s 

pitch black dark back there. Those rocks are all tucked in underneath the trees.” 

“She used to bring candles with her, light ’em up, and melt them onto little ledges all 

over the face of the rock.” Buck gestured, wiping his palm across the dark. “It must’ve been 

eerie. Think about walking up on that. Pitch black, you’re stumbling along in the dark, and 

suddenly you see this rock, all lit up, all these flickering shadows moving over it and somebody 

going up it, real slow, just a silhouette, like a spider.” 

Austin imagined it. It would be creepy, all right. He was beginning to get in the mood.  

“Anyway,” Buck continued, “imagine that scene. She used to go out there all by herself. 

Wasn’t afraid of the dark. Wasn’t afraid of being alone. She thought her spirit was connected to 

this place somehow. Turns out she was right.” 

“What do you mean?” Austin leaned forward. Henry readjusted himself again, unleashing 

a series of creaks from the lawn chair.  

“One time she didn’t come back. After a while somebody missed her. They started 

looking for her. Finally one of the searchers came upon this rock back in the woods. You know 

the one; I showed it to you last year. It’s the one right by that old piece of mining machinery. 

This searcher sees a bunch of burned down candles stuck to the rock. And then he finds her.” 



“What happened?” Austin whispered. 

“She fell. Fell and died. All by herself in the dark, while the candles burned down. And 

she’d been lying there for a while. But there’s more, see. Because when they found her…” 

There was a sharp crack, and Austin jumped nearly out of his chair. Even Buck jerked, 

and Todd Standingman’s arms and legs flopped. It was Henry’s old camp chair, finally giving 

way. Bent aluminum stuck out at various angles and Henry sprawled on his back on the ground. 

He groaned and then started laughing. 

The spell broken, Austin and Buck joined in. Austin staggered to his feet and hauled on 

Henry’s arm. Henry just rotated on the ground. 

“Nope, not gettin’ up,” he slurred. “Gonna sleep right here.” 

“Leave him be,” Buck suggested. “I’m crashing too. I’ll be out of here before you’re up 

tomorrow. Gotta work. You can come on by the ranch if you’re bored.” 

Austin made his way carefully out to the edge of the clearing for a last pee before bed and 

a last look at the stars. When he turned around he could see the dark shape of the old rail car 

tucked into the woods, where his Dad kept canned food and equipment for the hunting camp. 

The shadowy lumps of eight or so boys lay scattered around the fire, but there were no vehicles; 

the boys hitchhiked or got dropped off for their adult-free but sanctioned ‘camp-outs’. It made 

for a fairly safe environment, the biggest dangers being falling in the swamp or the fire, or 

passing out.  

The next morning most of the boys headed down the gravel road to the nearest pavement 

to hitch a ride back to West Milford, leaving only Henry and Austin at the camp. Henry had 

appropriated a new chair from one of the other boys and, more hung over than Austin, sat staring 

into the embers, swatting mosquitos, while Austin rustled up some breakfast from the box car. 

By mid-morning they were sufficiently revived to start wondering what they were going to do 

with the next two days before Austin’s dad came back to the camp to pick them up.  

“I’m tired of fishing and baiting turtles,” Austin admitted.  “We still got today and part of 

tomorrow to kill.” 

“Should have brought the guns,” Henry grunted. “We could do target practice.” 

“We wouldn’t be able to do that all day anyway,” Austin pointed out. “We’d run out of 

ammo, and besides, it gets boring after a couple hours.” 



“We should go up to the Loren place,” Henry declared. “See what else the crazy staple 

dude has added since last time.” 

The ‘crazy staple dude’ was Pops Loren, who had supposedly made a fortune improving 

staples and staplers before retreating to his isolated property in the woods years ago. It was 

rumored that he was a little bit crazy and that he never left the property. Austin and Henry had 

known him since childhood, though, and they knew that wasn’t true: he lived with his youngest 

daughter, Miss Joy, who took care of him, and in the winter they lived in town. Buck stayed with 

them in the summer and supplied some of the labor to keep the little ranch in order.  

Austin followed Henry up through the clearing in which the camp sat. They entered the 

woods on a narrow, shadowed path. The tread underfoot was soft and spongy, made from the 

detritus of tens of thousands of years’ worth of fallen leaves. The landscape was soft and 

rounded, ancient mountains worn down and blanketed with trees and vegetation. Occasionally 

remnant boulders loomed or small stretches of cliff were exposed alongside creeks. Mostly, 

though, it was shadowed, green, and muffled. It was easy to imagine things of ancient origin still 

lurking in those primeval forests.  

It was about a mile to the Loren ranch. They climbed over a split-rail fence that 

zigzagged between the hardwoods into an area only slightly more cleared than the forest itself. 

Soon they began to encounter high woven-wire enclosures, within which herds of white-tail deer, 

peacocks, exotic goats, and a variety of other animals drowsed in the humidity.  

They found Buck working on a barbed-wire fence, stretching wire with a fence-puller. 

Despite the summer heat, he was dressed in heavy canvas work trousers, work boots, and a long-

sleeved shirt to protect his arms from the barbed wire. He also wore heavy leather gloves. 

When he caught sight of them he leaned the fence-puller up against a roll of wire and 

pulled off his gloves.  

“Morning, gentlemen,” he greeted them with a grin. “Must be time for a break.” 

They followed Buck into the sprawling ranch house for drinks in the cool, tiled kitchen. 

No one else moved in the home; if Pops was there, he made no appearance. There didn’t ever 

seem to be anyone watching or directing Buck; he just worked on his own, doing whatever 

seemed to need to be done. Austin noted enviously that Buck also didn’t seem to be hung over. 

“Sorry I can’t come keep you guys company again this evening,” Buck told them. “We’re 

going on a grocery run and we’ll eat dinner in town. We won’t be back ‘til real late or maybe not 



‘til tomorrow, even. So don’t do anything stupid because there won’t be anybody around to help 

you out!” 

On the way back to the camp, Henry paused at one of the forks that led off the main trail. 

Austin halted beside him. “What?” 

“I was thinking,” Henry said. “You know that story Buck told us last night?” 

“You mean that partial story? He never finished because you fell on your ass.” 

“Yeah, the one about the rock-climber lady,” Henry continued thoughtfully, ignoring 

Austin’s jab. “I was thinking we should do that.” 

“Do what?” Austin asked. “Fall off a rock?” 

“No, climb up one. In the dark. With candles,” Henry said, turning to face him. “It would 

be awesome.” 

“It would be crazy,” Austin replied. “It’s just a story.”  

“But we could do it. That rock he was talking about has little ledges all over it. There 

would be plenty of places to stick candles out of the way. People do climb it; they hike in from 

the other way, through the state park. Besides, what else do we have to do tonight?” 

Austin shrugged. He didn’t care for the sound of it, but he wasn’t going to admit that to 

Henry. Going into those woods at night really did sort of freak him out. Besides, he wasn’t any 

kind of rock climber. He knew Henry had actually gone rock climbing at Delaware Water Gap 

with a high school outdoor sports program, but the only rocks Austin had ever climbed were the 

small boulders people used for landscaping. Still, the rock wasn’t that high, maybe thirty-five 

feet. It couldn’t be that hard. 

Back at the box car, Austin dug through the hunting camp stuff until he found two long 

boxes of utility candles. They were about eight inches long, cylindrical rather than tapered, and 

kind of sickly white. He dumped a bunch of them in a plastic bag along with a couple of boxes of 

all-weather matches. 

When it finally got dark, instead of building up the fire, the two boys headed back up 

through the camp clearing. Each of them had a flashlight, but as they moved under the canopy 

the lights seemed weak and small to Austin. He flicked the beam into the woods on one side of 

the trail. A big mistake: there were eyes back there, flickering like the stars of the night before. 

Yellow eyes, red eyes, low eyes, widely spaced and narrow eyes. Things, out there in the dark, 

looking at them. He flicked the light back to the trail and concentrated on where he was going, 



following close behind Henry, feeling as though something was following close behind them 

both. 

It seemed to take a long time to reach the boulder. It looked larger in the dark with the 

edges disappearing out to the sides of the flashlight beam. A hulking piece of mining machinery 

sat right against the base on one side.  

Austin began lighting candles. Henry took each one and positioned it on the rock face, 

using melted wax to stick it on. Slowly the boulder became illuminated by flickering candlelight. 

The small ledges threw long shadows. 

Austin clicked off his flashlight and walked up to the face. He took a step up on a small 

rock near the base and balanced with his hand on the machinery. The top of the metal sheet was 

sharper than he’d expected, almost saw-like. He rubbed his palm on his pants and looked at 

Henry. 

“I’ll go first,” Henry said. “Once I’m up I can look down and tell you what route is the 

best.” 

“Fine, go for it,” Austin agreed. He still wasn’t too sure about the whole idea, and Buck’s 

warning not to do anything stupid ran through his mind, but it didn’t really look that hard. He’d 

watch Henry and then do what he did.  

Henry stepped up to the rock and began moving confidently up the face. Austin tried to 

keep track of where he put his hands and feet, but it was hard to see. He figured he’d just wing it.  

Henry disappeared into the dark at the top, and a minute later he announced, “I’m up!” 

“Is there enough room up there for two people?” Austin asked, almost hoping there 

wasn’t. 

“Oh, yeah, sure. Come on up! It’s cool looking down at the candles and how everything 

is lit up. Hurry up before the candles start burning down.” 

“Right.” Austin put a hand on the rock and felt around. He could feel a small flat ledge 

just above his head. He gripped that with his fingertips and put his opposite foot on another little 

ledge. Then he stepped up.  

He took another couple of steps, both hands and both feet on the rock now. It wasn’t that 

easy. He began to wish he was at the top already. He didn’t want to think about how they were 

going to get back down. He was pretty sure he wouldn’t be able to climb down, unable to see his 



feet beneath him on the rock face in the dark. In fact, he was very sure he wouldn’t be able to. 

The only way he could really go was up.  

One issue that made itself apparent very quickly was that Henry was considerably taller 

than he was. That meant Henry had a range of options for grabbing ledges that Austin couldn’t 

reach. Still, he inched higher step by step. He was about twenty-five feet up when he stalled out, 

unable to locate another handhold or another way to make a move. 

Austin clung to the rock, looking desperately around in the wavering light for some place 

to grab. He tried to lower himself back down a bit but he felt his foot begin to slip as he hugged 

the rock. He pushed himself back up on one leg. The other leg was bent to the side, only the ball 

of his foot on a tiny ledge. He could feel his leg begin to shake from the strain. ‘Sewing-machine 

leg’, his father called it, when you were doing something that made your leg jig up and down like 

that.  

“You coming up or not?” Henry demanded from ten feet over his head. 

“I can’t,” Austin admitted. He was truly beginning to feel desperate. He glanced down. 

He could see the mining machinery directly below him, the sharp metal edge sticking out 

gruesomely. 

“Help me,” he begged, all pride gone in a rush of panic. 

“Um, what, dude?” Henry said uselessly. “You’re fine! Just keep coming up. You’re 

nearly there!” 

“No, I can’t!” Austin gasped. “I’m going to fall!” 

“No, you’re not!” Henry insisted. He moved closer. 

Austin glanced up from the side of his eye. He didn’t even dare move his head now. He 

saw Henry stick down a hand, but he was too far above. There was no way he could reach. 

“My foot is slipping!” Austin whined. “I can’t hold on any more! Come down and help 

me!” 

“I can’t!” Henry said, his own voice taking on an edge of panic. “I can’t get past you.” 

“Knock the candles off and come down another way!”  

“Okay! I’m looking! I’ll find another way down. Hold on! Just don’t fall off, dude.” 

Henry disappeared. Austin clung to the rock with increasing desperation. His arms were 

shaking now. Soon the vibration of his body would shake him right off the rock and he’d fall, 

right onto the edge of that sheet of metal. His fingers were wet with sweat and humidity. He 



pressed his cheek to the rock, smelling the earthy lichen odor. It would be only seconds now. He 

felt his right foot slipping out, slipping off the little ledge. When it went, he knew he would go as 

well, a mess of candles and falling body landing on jagged metal. 

Suddenly he felt a firm pressure on the back of his heel. It felt as though someone had 

cupped his foot and pressed it into the rock, supporting it, taking some of the strain off. 

“Henry?” he gasped. 

“I’m looking! Hang on!” Henry yelled from the top of the rock. 

It was not Henry.  

“I’ve got you. You aren’t going to fall,” a voice said from below. It was a woman’s 

voice, calm and low. “Do you feel my hand on your heel?” 

“Yes!” Austin replied.  

“I’m going to help support you. You are going to do exactly what I say. Do you 

understand?” 

“Yes!” 

“Okay. I’m going to hold this foot into the rock. You’re going to move your other foot 

down about three feet to a spot directly under your knee. There’s a good ledge there. Take a 

moment, take a breath, and then move.” 

Austin wondered just for a second where the woman was standing to reach him at that 

height, but the thought left his mind quickly. She wanted him to move that leg, take one of his 

points of contact off the rock? He couldn’t do it. 

“I can’t!” he whimpered. 

“Yes, you can. Remember, I’m helping you. Move that foot.” 

Slowly, Austin dragged the foot from its tenuous perch, keeping the side of his shoe in 

contact with the rock face. The woman kept directing him, telling him how much further. All the 

while, he could feel her supporting his other foot. Finally, he felt the little ledge she’d told him 

about. With both legs underneath him, he felt some relief. 

“Now you’re going to move your right hand,” the voice said. “I’ll tell you where.” 

Little by little, step by step, Austin backed down the rock, following the woman’s 

directions. All the time he felt the hand on one shoe or the other.  But he could see nothing, no 

one, below him in the dark, only the ghostly flickering shadows moving across the rock face. 



Finally both his feet stood on the pile of gravel at the base of the rock. The mining 

machinery loomed to his left. He leaned against the boulder, gasping for breath, his heart 

pounding. 

After a minute, he realized he was going to have to thank the woman, embarrassing as the 

whole event was. He glanced over his shoulder, but there was no one there. She was gone. He 

saw only a tiny movement in the woods along the trail, like a small animal moving through the 

sassafras leaves.  

Henry darted around the edge of the rock. “Dude! You got down! Damn, you scared the 

hell out of me! I really thought you were going to fall.” 

“So did I,” Austin said. “Did you see someone else back there?” 

“No. What are you talking about?” 

“Nothing,” Austin said. “Let’s get out of here.” 

“Yeah, maybe this wasn’t such a great idea. Let me grab the candles.” 

“Leave the damn candles,” Austin said. “They’ll burn down.” 

Back at the camp, Austin crawled into his sleeping bag in the dark near the box car. It 

was warm, but the bag kept the mosquitos away. All his muscles felt burned, the way he felt after 

he’d had a high fever for a while. He didn’t sleep well, waking to one muscle cramp or another. 

In the morning he was so stiff he could barely crawl out of the bag. He didn’t feel much like 

breakfast, but for once Henry prepared it, solicitously, as though sorry for the night before.  

Just as they were packing up to walk down the gravel road to meet Austin’s dad, they 

heard a whistle from the woods. Buck Loren appeared. He swung a leg off his mountain bike and 

rode it into camp standing on one pedal. 

“Hey, I brought some blueberries from the ranch,” he said. He handed Austin a plastic 

bag from where it was slung on his handlebars.  “Miss Joy says hi, give these to your mom.” 

“Thanks,” Austin said, looking at the fat berries in the bag. 

“You guys taking off now?” Buck asked. 

“Yep, but we’ll be back in a couple of weeks. We’ll look you up,” Henry said.  

As Buck turned his bike around, Austin’s eye fell on the ruins of the aluminum chair by 

the fire pit. An uncomfortable suspicion crept into his mind. 

“Hey, Buck, you never finished that story the other night. The one about the climber 

lady.” 



Buck paused and balanced the bike with one hand. His dark eyes narrowed, taking on the 

look he usually got when he was remembering a story.  

 “Well, I was telling you, the searcher found that lady’s body where she’d fallen, right 

where the mining machinery is. She’d fallen right on top of it.” 

Austin shuddered. He could imagine exactly how that could happen. 

“But they never found one of her hands. It got cut clean off by that piece of metal on the 

way down. Found the rest of her body, but not the one hand. So the story goes, according to 

Pops, that the hand still crawls around back there, looking for the rest of the body.” He made a 

creeping motion with his fingers. “If you don’t watch out, it’ll grab ya in the dark, looking for a 

ride back down the mountain. They call it Ol’ Handy. And that’s why I don’t walk home in the 

dark.” 

He flipped the pedal of his bike around with his foot and looked back at them. “One thing 

about that hand, though. They say it helps rock-climbers. It doesn’t want anybody else to fall. 

Climbers around here talk about having been hauled up by some invisible hand, their lives saved. 

You look next time you see rock-climbers in town; a lot of ’em wear little silver hand necklaces 

for good luck.” 

“Okay, that’s a stupid one, Buck.” Henry laughed.  

“Well, I got more. You bring the booze, I’ll bring the stories.” Buck grinned, stepped on 

the pedal and rode up through the clearing towards the trail. 

Austin didn’t say anything as they walked back down to the road. He wasn’t at all sure he 

wanted to hear any more of Buck’s stories.  
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