





Ghosts of
Sackett Lake

By
Phil Sills



© 2009 BluewaterPress, LLC
Saint Augustine, FL

All rights reserved. No part of this book shall be reproduced, stored
in a retrieval system, or transmitted by any means without the written

permission of the publisher.

International Standard Book Number 13: 978-1-60452-029-3
International Standard Book Number 10: 1-60452-029-9

Library of Congress Control Number: 2009935131
BluewaterPress LLC
52 Tuscan Way Ste 202-309
Saint Augustine FL 32092
http:/ /www .bluewaterpress.com
This book may be purchased online at -
http:/ /www .bluewaterpress.com/ ghosts

or through
amazon.com



You can take the boy out of Brooklyn...
but you can never take Brooklyn out of the boy
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Prologue

7:27 AM, Monday, June 24, 1999
Far Rockaway, New York

vertebra cracking as I arched my back and

rubbed my eyelids trying get the circulation
in my body going. I felt like one of those cartoon
characters who has just been run over by a Mack
truck and has to peal himself off the pavement. After
fumbling around for a few seconds, I finally found
my elusive reading glasses perched on top of my
head. ‘How did they get there?’ I thought.

It's 7:27 AM, I said to myself as I adjusted my glasses
and peered down my nose at the Mickey Mouse watch
on my wrist. My wife, Vicky, got it for me at Disney
World. It had to be eight, nine years ago. I think I had
one as a kid. Well anyway, I told her that I did and
she surprised me with it. Naturally, the next time we
went back, I got her the ladies version. Those were nice

Slowly and painfully I sat up to the sounds of
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times. The boys were little then. I took a deep breath,
closed my eyes and thought how happy, how simple
and uncomplicated life was then and how things can
suddenly change.

Let’s see its now 7:28 AM, that meant that I've been
scrunched down, sleeping on and off in my car for over
six hours. I was so stiff that [ wasn't even sure my legs
would work anymore. And trying to kick my shoes off
didn’t help either when it caused a sharp cramping pain
in my right calf. To make matters worse, when I reached
down to rub my leg, I banged my head on the steering
wheel. AsIfingered alittle lump forming on my forehead,
all I could think of was, ‘what else could go wrong?’

Looking around the car, I noticed that the windows
were all covered with condensation except for a couple
of small circular spots I'd made with my knuckles.
When my boys were little, I used to play a game with
them to keep them occupied. I'd rub the frost off my
windshield with a finger and say to the oncoming
traffic, “peek-a-boo.” They'd giggle and strain in their
car seats to imitate me by rubbing on their windows
and screaming, “peek-a-boo, peek-a-boo.”

On the seat next to me were the crinkled, ketchup
stained food wrappers of last night’s dinner, a Whopper
with fries, and in the cup holder, a plastic cup holding
the watery remains of a Diet Coke. I fidgeted around
and found the lever that adjusted the seat back and
brought it to an upright position bringing me face to
face with the reflection of a tired, gray haired, 60 year
old man in the rearview mirror. That confirmed it, not
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only did I feel like I was hit by a truck, I looked like
it too. And try as I might to rub the wrinkles away,
they just sprung back every time. It wasn't fair. Nor
was life, I thought. You reach that magical age of 60 on
life’s odometer and it seems as if your body’s warranty
has run out. Your motor doesn't start well on cold
mornings and when it does, it looks for any excuse to
stop and rest. And if that’s not bad enough, when I go
to see my trusted doctor, he tells me I've got to lose
twenty pounds and exercise knowing full well that I'll
probably stop off on the way home to pick up a pint of
Ben & Jerry’s Coffee Heath Bar Crunch ice cream. I feel
so guilty about my lack of resolve that I've put off my
annual physical exams with him because I dont want
to hear what organ or body part is defective or wearing
out because of my weight. The way I see it, when you
reach 60, you should be allowed to eat whatever you
wish, sleep on the couch as long as you wish, and if you
want stimulation, have long metaphysical discussions
about life and death with your dog.

I rolled my window down to get a whiff of some
fresh air and a better look at the street where I'd been
parked. It was a quiet residential street with single
family homes. You know, mostly little two bedroom
capes and ranches about twenty five feet apart with
manicured shrubs and well cared for postage stamp
sized lawns. Some sporting birdbaths, bird feeders,
and others, “For Sale,” signs. My guess was that the
place was rife with retirees looking to sell so that they
could migrate south to escape the cold.
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And as I sat there daydreaming, I thought, "how
could something as innocent as wanting to visit
a place you might have worked one summer, 44
odd years ago, turn into such a nightmare?” Then, I
noticed a car slowly turn onto the street. At first, I was
temporarily blinded by its headlights but then, as he
got closer, the unmistakable array of lights mounted
on his roof became visible. It was a police car. With an
adrenaline rush, I realized it was too late to run and
that there was no place to hide. Frantically I rolled up
the window and yanked the seat adjustment lever
as hard as I could propelling me backwards almost
through the floor. There I stayed motionless, praying
he’d go away.
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ONE

1999. After herding my twins, Randy and

Kenny, into the back seat of our ancient Volvo
wagon with promises that this would be “a trip they’'d
never forget,” I stopped at my local Mobil gas station
to “filler up.” While Phil, the co-owner of the gas
station, was pumping fifteen or so gallons of premium
into my almost empty tank, I walked around the car
to check out the tires. They looked OK. but what
did I know about tires anyway? The car was twelve
years old and had; I'm almost embarrassed to say, one
hundred and sixty seven thousand miles on it.  knew
it was time to trade it in because of how much gas it
drank. It seemed to get thirsty every time we passed
a gas station. I'm not kiddin), it seemed to cough as I
approached the Mobil gas station and if I didn't pull
in to give it a sip, it would start making these funny
growling noises like, ‘stall, I'm going to stall.” It got so

It all started a little over a week ago, June 12th,
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bad I debated whether or not to carry a can of gas in
the trunk of my car.

Over the years, I've had lots of cars . . . seven, ten,
fifteen . . . I forget how many. Yet of all the various
makes and models, one stands out . . . that Caddy
convertible. I remember that one, it was a pisser. [ was
going to the University of Miami back in the 60’s and
working at a ritzy clothing store on ‘Miracle Mile” in
Coral Gables. I usually took the bus to work but one
day a college buddy, Pat, offered me a lift to work on
the condition that he could use my employee discount
for a sports jacket he wanted to buy.

“Sure,” I said, “Pick out what you want and I'll buy
it later.”

Well, on our way there, I was telling Pat that I'd love
to buy a car and . . . whammo, like Yogi Berra’s déja
vu, there it was! Parked right out in front of, ‘Honest
Ed’s Used Car Lot,” was the most beautiful car I'd ever
seen. It literally took my breath away. It had these
sensuous curves and spoke of, pickup power. It was a
1951 steel grey Cadillac convertible. The top was down,
tucked neatly under a black canvas cover exposing a
rich looking, buttery brown leather upholstery.

Noticing my interest, Pat came to an abrupt stop.
“Go try it out,” he demanded.

“Oh, I ... Ican’t afford it,” I said.

“Bullshit. Just see how it feels,” he said.

I remember running my hand over the hot metal
hood and opening the massive door and sliding into
the driver’s seat. It had a genuine leather steering
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wheel and a rich polished wooden dashboard. As I
sat there imagining I was driving my Cadillac under
a moonlit Miami night, Pat closed the door and as he
did I could swear the car said to me, ever so quietly,
“take me home big boy.”

“It’s you,” Pat said, with a broad toothy smile.

I remember the leather seat was burning hot but
all I could feel was the excitement of sitting in that
luxurious car. The rest is sort of fuzzy. But, by hook
or crook, I did finagle a loan and did we have fun
cruising Miami Beach at night in that convertible.

There was nothing like it. Pat was working his way
through college singing weekends in a band at a couple
of the big hotels on Collins Ave on Miami Beach. He
had put together a makeshift trio; piano, drums, and he
sang while pretending to be playing the bass. He said
the clubs paid more if there were three instruments.
Come Friday night, we'd throw the bass in the back
seat of the Cadillac, stuff the drums in the trunk, and
pile everyone in to head out for that night’s gig. It was
a blast! I used to just love sitting in the back of a lounge
munching on warm Rum Rolls while drinking Pina
Coladas watching women throw their rooms keys at
Pat as he sang those romantic ballads.

Ah, that was a lifetime ago. Today I'm tooling down
the Massachusetts Turnpike doing 75 mph heading for
the Catskill Mountains in upstate New York with my
12 year old twin boys in tow. We left our home in Hull,
which is a coastal community approximately 30 miles
south of Boston this morning after packing enough
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stuff for a trip to the moon; clothes, games, books, and
more games. The idea for the trip started innocently
enough when I returned from my mother’s funeral in
Florida. I had to close up her home and in the process
found a cigar box tucked in a corner of her closet, it
was labeled, ‘Max’s Memorabilia.” Inside it were some
old black and white photos and a color postcard of
The Laurels Hotel and Country Club in Sackett Lake,
New York. The postcard was one I had sent to my dad
in 1955, over forty years ago, saying I was working
as busboy. There were also clumps of water logged
papers, which had fused together. It looked like a
Journal made up of cryptic, indecipherable notes.

Well, I had mentioned it to my wife Vicky, about
... you know, how nice it would be to take the kids
with me down memory lane and revisit some of the
places of my youth. The trip would be an opportunity
for me to bond with my boys. Yet, what I didn't tell
her and what really troubled me was that I drew a
complete blank about ever working at The Laurels. I
knew it was a long time ago, over forty years ago . . .
but no matter how hard I tried, nothing. I studied the
postcard, an aerial view of The Laurels Hotel for clues,
nothing. One of the photos was of a guy in his 20,
wearing a Temple University Athletic Dept. T-shirt.
On the back it said, “Sam Bergman.” The other photo
was of a pretty girl, maybe 15 or 16. Scribbled on its
back was, “My Daisy Mae.”

Just thinking about it was driving me nuts. In fact,
the night I brought the box back from Florida, I had a
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strange dream. I dreamt I was running wildly through
the woods at night. I'm not sure if anyone was chasing
me but I just couldn’t stop. I remember waking in a
cold sweat. The odd thing about it is that, I usually
never remember my dreams.

What's also constantly nagging me is that some
things in my past are so vivid, while others are just a
blur and it’s getting worse. I cant seem to remember
the most mundane things lately, like where I put my
keys or where I parked my car or what I had gone
to the supermarket to buy. Deep down in my psyche
something was telling me that I needed to take this
trip before some door in my mind closes for good.

To help me remember that period, I even purchased
music that was popular during the 1950’s with the
thought that it might help me recall the past. I put one
of the cassettes into the car stereo and pushed back in
my seat to let the music carry me back to that time:

“Heavenly shades of night are falling, it's twilight time.”

I smiled and allowed myself a deep breath as an
old ballad by the Platters softly poured from the car’s
stereo speakers. And as I sat there, staring out at
nothing but highway, I thought to myself, just relax
and let the music ... Bang!

A kick, with the force of a black belt in Karate, hit
me at the base of my spine bringing me instantly back
to reality. Kenny, defending himself from his brother
Randy’s attack, had inadvertently shot his foot into
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the rear of my seat with jarring results. Kenny, now
12 years old, was not the skinny, frail little boy he
had once been. Now, fondly referred to as “the hulk,”
he was a five foot five and one hundred twenty five
pounds of muscle. His constant protagonist and twin
brother Randy was about the same height but ten
pounds lighter. Their battle, at this moment in time,
was over a Nintendo Gameboy cartridge.

“Boys, boys, boys ... stop that,” I shouted. “If you
can’t behave, I'm going to have to put one of you in
the front seat.” I said, as I shot a glance at the boy’s
expressions through the rearview mirror to assess
what impact, if any, my words might have on their
future behavior.

“But he had it for over an hour,” clamored Randy,
straining on his seatbelt to grab Kenny’s arm. Kenny,
his dark brown eyes glued to the games tiny screen,
deftly switched hands keeping the Nintendo just out
of Randy’s reach.

“Dad, tell him to let me have it,” protested Randy.

I thought that this seemingly antagonistic
behavior on their part was merely nonverbal
expressions of their affection for one another. I
was convinced that they acted the same way in the
womb, pushing and shoving each other until birth
and that they’ll probably continue to do so all their
lives. I had never been exposed to the mysteries of
twins before and as I watched my sons develop, 1
realized that my boys shared some type of special,
inexplicable bond and that their fighting was
probably some ritualistic play acting.
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“OK., let me have the Nintendo,” I demanded
reaching my arm back over the seat.

“But I'm in the middle of a game,” pleaded Kenny.
“And I've only had it for a few minutes.”

“That’s a lotta bull,” barked Randy. “He . .. ”

“That’s enough,” I said firmly interrupting him.

I reached over to lower the music so that I could
make a point, saying, “You know, I ... I thought that
you were both old enough to come with me on this
trip. We're going to a special place you've never been
to. A place dad once worked when he was just a little
older than you are today. I wanted to share it with
you,” I said.

“Well, how long will it take?” chirped Randy while
Kenny continued clicking the Nintendo controls to
Randy’s dismay.

“Ithought we went over this the other day. I showed
you where we were going and the route we're taking.
We'll be stopping for lunch as soon as we get off the
turnpike,” I said.

Let’s do this,” I pleaded. “Kenny, you can use
the Nintendo for another ten minutes then give it to
Randy. OK.?” I said.

“And, Randy, put on your headset and listen to
some music until then, O.K.?” I suggested.

When I didn’t hear any further discussion, I figured
that my suggestions were accepted and resumed
listening to my tape just in time to hear:
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“They asked how I knew,
My true love was true.
Ohhhhhhh, I of course replied,
Something here inside,
Cannot be denied.”

The music, like a masseurs touch, slowly relaxed the
muscles in my neck and back and as I gazed out at the
road ahead,  wondered what I hoped to accomplish by
taking the kids with me and why was it so important
now. What was the urgency of the trip? Was it a last
desperate attempt to relive something in the past?
Something I did or didn’t do those many years ago?
Did what happened in that place so far in the past
set in motion events that I had no control over and in
returning, could I, in retrospect, change things and
their consequences? And if I found whatever it was I
was looking for, would I recognize it now some forty
years later? The more I pondered the trips rationale,
the more ludicrous the whole idea seemed.

The boys were becoming restless again and I
decided it was probably time for a pit stop at the next
highway oasis. “Were going to stop at the next rest
stop, O.K,” I announced.

“We'd better stop soon . . . or I'll pee in my pants!”
advised Kenny.

I smiled at him through the rearview mirror and
reassured him that the rest stop was only a few
miles ahead.

“Can we call Mom?” Kenny asked.
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“Sure,” I replied. I thought of telling them to wait
until we got to the rest stop to use the phone but
decided the distraction now might be a better idea.
I unclipped the cell phone from the cigarette lighter
and handed it over my shoulder saying, “Just a quick
one, O.K.?”

Kenny grabbed the phone before Randy
could and pressing himself against his side of
the backseat, as far away from his brother as he
could and hit the #1 speed dial to call the house. It
connected almost instantly.

Funny, I said to myself, that never happens when I
use it.

“Mom, it's Kenny,” he said, as he looked over
at Randy with a big smile on his face as if he won
some type of contest. “Yes, yes, were alright,” he
said shaking his head and listening intently to his
mother on the other end of the phone. Occasionally
whispering some tidbits to her about how long the trip
was and about having a lack of things to do and see,
this undoubtedly was meant for me to hear as well.

“Can I speak to her now?” commanded Randy;,
reaching over to grab away the prize.

“Let me speak to Mom next, please,” I requested.

Kenny, oblivious to our requests, continued
unabated about how boring the darn ride was and
how cramped he was in the back seat and on and on
to his delight and our frustration.

“Tust give me the ... phone,” I caught myself before
I said, “goddamned phone,” knowing that they would
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use that outburst as a bargaining chip against me. I
could hear them saying, “were going to tell Mom
what you said.”

“T've got to tell Mom something . . . then it’s all
yours,” I said, this time softly.

Kenny reluctantly passed the phone to me but
not before giving it a few, “I love you too, Mom’s
and . . . kisses.”

“Hi, honey,” I said as a tractor-trailer thundered
past me.

“What did you say?” said Vicky.

“This truck just went by at 100 mph and . . " I
started to say.

“Are you O.K? I told you that this was a busy
weekend and the traffic would be heavy,” she
continued, “I dont know why it was so important
to take the kids with you on such a long trip. I mean
what are they supposed to do?”

“Listen, we're pulling into a rest stop. Everything is
O.K. I'll call you tonight,” I said and pushed the end
button disconnecting the call.

“But you promised I could talk to Mom,” said
Randy in dismay.

“Let’s use the bathroom and I promise, youTe the
next one to use the phone ... OK.?” I said pulling off
the highway and stopping in front of the Burger King.

After collecting our bags of burgers, fries, and
shakes we retired to one of those uncomfortable
molded orange plastic booths that were not designed
for the adult posterior. As I watched them inhaling
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their burgers and fries, I passed out napkins and
attempted to open those little packets of ketchup
without spraying the contents all over myself. I once
had an embarrassing incident with one of those
innocent looking ketchup packets. Unable to rip it
open with my fingernails, I resorted to biting it open
with my teeth only to have the contents explode into
my mustache. The kids were little then and didn't
know what to make of their Daddy with the red
mustache. Even now, years later, they ask me to open
their ketchup packets with my teeth hoping it will
happen again.

“I'm still hungry,” exclaimed Randy begging for
another burger. I placated him with a couple of dollars
saying, “See what you can get with his.” Only to have
him return a few moments later advising me that, “It
doesn’t buy anything!” Eager to start off our trip on
a positive note, I found a five-dollar bill in my pocket
and gave it to him. He snatched it from me like a frog
catching a fly and was off. After all, I said to myself,
keep ‘em happy, were on an adventure.
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TWO

round 7 PM I pulled off the highway at the
Aﬁrst sign for Monticello and started looking
for a place to spend the night. After passing
a few motels reminiscent of, “The Bates Motel” of
“Psycho” fame, I found a half decent looking motel on
the outskirts of Monticello. The woman in the office
was most likely the owner since she had a number of
“rules” she wanted me to know about. “You pay in
advance. You break it, you pay for it. Check-out time
is 11 AM and don't go taking any of my towels either.”
I gave her my credit card and she told me where to
find a rollaway cot for one of the boys.

The room was small and smelled of stale tobacco
smoke. The knotty pine walls had a skim coat of
polyurethane which had turned yellow and the low
ceiling showed blotches of rusty water stains. The
room had two twin beds which occupied most of the
floor space and after setting up the rollaway; I had to
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literally walk on the beds to get into the bathroom.
While I unpacked, the boys began their customary
bickering as to who would sleep on, ‘the thing,
referring to the cot and how it would be decided, one
toss or three. When the contest was one each, the third
and deciding toss accidentally rolled under the bed,
whereupon each dove, head first, to discover who had
won the prized twin bed.

“It was tails,” cried Kenny straining his head under
the bed.” He cheated.”

“Did not, youre a sore loser,” replied Randy holding
the nickel up for Kenny to see.

As Kenny made a grab for the nickel, Randy pulled
it away only for it to become airborne, flying clear
across the room and hitting a mirror that was resting
on the dresser with a loud, CRAAACK.

“What's going on out there?” I protested while setting
up the toiletries on the bathroom sink for the morning.

“Can’t the two of you stop fighting for one
freakin” ...” Oh, now I've done it, I thought as both
boys stared at me from the bathroom doorway.

“I didn't mean to use that word. Daddy was just
angry, I mean tired. It was a long ride and my back is
killing me and . . . I'm sorry, OK”

The decision on who was going to sleep here or there
was putonhold pending one of more importance, where
to eat dinner. Pizza was always an option, I thought
and the ad for Mama Mia’s in the thin Monticello
phonebook looked inviting. So, I packed the boys back
into the wagon for the short journey to town.
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As I drove around looking for the pizza joint, I
scanned the now empty streets hoping that we'd
passed something familiar, something that I might
remember. But the town looked like so many other
old neglected towns that saw their businesses flee to
the burbs where the Wal-Marts” and Safeways” had
sprung up. It wasn’t until we were almost out of town
that I spotted Mama Mia’s little red neon sign down a
narrow side street.

The place was kind of Norman Rockwellian, with
high school students fiddling with miniaturejukeboxes
mounted to their tables and assorted families crammed
into booths. From the look of the place, had I not known
that we were in upstate New York, we could have been
in Kansas. We waited a few minutes until one of the
booths were wiped down and were perusing the menu
when this cute waitress came over to the table holding
a pencil and a small order pad. Glancing at the boys,
she smiled and asked them if they wanted a drink.
Naturally, Randy puffing out his chest, and giving her
one of his Charles Boyer smiles asked, “What brands
of imported beers do you serve?”

With that, the waitress smiling from ear to ear
recited 6-8 brands of beer staccato style ending with,
“That’s if youre old enough to drink?”

Bemused, Randy continued the fantasy and
remarked, “How old do you think I am?”

The waitress, probably all of 17 herself, put the
pencil to her lips and cocking her head to one side
remarked matter-of-factly, “15.”
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Randy, poking his brother in the ribs, smiled at the
waitress and said, “Youre way off the mark.”

“O.K.” she said, “How old are you?”

Anxious to get an order in before the kitchen closed,
I cut off the histrionics with, “We’ll have two cokes, a
Michelob and one large cheese pizza.”

“Half pepperoni,” blurted out Kenny looking at the
waitress with far away eyes.

“The beer’s for me,” Randy said shaking his head
and poking his thumb to his chest.

“Yeah, right,” replied the waitress over her shoulder
as she walked away scribbling on her pad.

“Did you ever come here?” asked Randy.

“No, I don't think I remember this place,” I said.

“Dad, how come you don’t remember if you've been
here?” Kenny asked.

Hmm, I thought to myself, how much have I
actually told the boys about our trip? It's an adventure
I told them. They love adventures; their movies, their
video games, their action hero toys. . . theirs is a world
of adventure and fantasy. The actual violence they
witness on TV is filtered through their prism of make-
believe. Maybe that’s true of all of us. We've become
desensitized by movies and TV.

Luckily, I was able to dodge their questions as the
waitress approached with our drinks. She put a coke
in front of Kenny and one coke in front of me, then
nonchalantly, placed the bottle of Michelob with the
glass inverted over the top, in front of Randy. Randy
deftly removed the glass from the Michelob and placed



Phil Sills - 17

it in front of himself. Then with big smile on his face
began the ritual of pouring it slowly into the glass as
he’d seen me do countless times before.

“Let me have that, son,” I said quietly.

“Oh just one sip, it cant hurt,” pleaded Randy
grasping the glass.

“No, they can lose their license,” I said reaching for
the glass.

Randy pretended to drink from the glass until
seeing the waitress was out of eye shot, then handed
the glass back to me and said, “You see, she thought
I was 18

“Where are we going for breakfast?” Asked Kenny.

“Don’t you every think of anything else but food?”
asked Randy sarcastically.

Frowning at his brother, he retaliated by poking him
with an elbow in the ribs almost spilling the cokes.

“STOP IT!” I said sharply. Then, in a lower voice, I
said, “If you can't behave, the two of you will eat all
your meals in the motel room.”

“But he ...,” started Randy, until I cut him off,
raising my hand signifying that it was enough.

“How was the beer? Can I get you another one?”
asked the waitress, as she slung an arm over the back
of Randy’s chair with a coquettish grin on her face.

“Oh, ah, not right now,” replied Randy, with an
embarrassed look on his face. She smiled, and headed
for another table with a noticeable wiggle in her walk.

“I think Randy’s got a girlfriend,” teased Kenny.
“He always gets the girls,” he mulled sullenly.
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“Humm, I think you're right,” I said to Kenny smiling.

I sat back in the booth looking at my 12-year-old
boys, amazed at how quickly they had grown from a
pair of butterballs that I once juggled in my arms to
two strapping young men, who were already wearing
some of my clothes. They were already taller than their
mother and I expected them soon to tower over me,
and I was 622”. But thankfully they were still my babies,
if only for a little while longer. They still slept with
a night light, played with miniature Star War action
figures and got into bed with me and my wife each
morning to enjoy different parts of the newspaper; the
Sports section for Randy, the Arts and Entertainment
section for Kenny, before going down for breakfast and
school. As babes, they were identical, but not so twelve
years later as they now had begun to look different.
Not completely, but enough that most people could
now tell them apart. A far cry from the surreptitious
techniques we used to tell them apart when they were
newborns by painting a toenail with nail polish to tell
who was who. It was a treat to watch them grow into
manhood. I often thought that I had missed my own
childhood growing up in Brooklyn and didn’t want to
push them too quickly into the modern pressures of
manhood. I'd seen too many examples of parents who
lived vicariously through their children and put them
through so much pressure to excel, that the kids were
often candidates for an early burn out. They’ll have
plenty of time to grow up, I thought. Now, let them
enjoy just being children.
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THREE

he boys awoke early and switched on the

I TV to the ESPN channel to catch up on
their favorite WWEF wrestlers. No matter

how many discussions I had with them about the
fact that professional wrestling was choreographed
down to the last flip-flop, the boys pretended that it
was real. Each had their own heroes; Randy had a
poster of “The Rock” in his room and Kenny sported a
poster of ‘Hulk Hogan.” They dutifully followed each
of their favorite wrestler’s careers on TV, as well as
on the Internet, even to the point of receiving e-mails
from some of their heroes. I assumed that most of
the e-mails from fans were actually answered by PR
agencies under contract with the WWE. However, all
this didn’t stop the boys from following the day to day
machinations of their action heroes. But in a way, I
couldn’t begrudge them this innocent diversion from
reality, when in fact I listened intently at their age
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with the same enthusiasm to episodes of the ‘Green
Hornet” and the ‘Lone Ranger” and his trusted friend,
“Tonto” on the radio. I guess if there were similar
heroes and electronic marvels available during my
day, I would have been hooked also.

After wolfing down an artery clogging breakfast
at a McDonald’s just outside of town, I checked the
map to find the way to Sackett Lake. It didnt look too
far from Monticello and as we drove along winding
country roads, Inoticed whatlooked like old bungalow
colonies converted into summer camps by orthodox
Jews. Some of their signs were in both English and
Hebrew. It reminded me of some of the shops that
had Yiddish lettering on their windows in Brooklyn
where I grew up. One was a bakery around the corner
from my building. In the morning, my mother would
give me a list and some coins to bring to the bakery.
I'd race down three flights of stairs, out the front door,
past the tailor shop, the fishmonger, the drug store,
to Edith’s Bakery. I'd give the note and the fistful of
change to the lady behind the counter.

She’'d smile at me and hand me a cookie to eat
while she threw my order into a white paper bag. She
always said something to me in Yiddish as she handed
me the bag, which I didn’t understand but was smart
enough to smile and nod my head in agreement with
her. Then I'd dash home with the goodies; a loaf of
challah bread and three hot cherry cheese Danish. I
can remember to this day, the mouth watering smells
of that bakery.
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As we drove I hoped that maybe something along
the way would bring back an inkling of my being here
years ago but everything seemed unfamiliar. If I was
here, if I had ever traveled down this road before, it
was a total blank now. It troubled me how this period
in my life, when I was sixteen, was now completely
absent from my memory. Waslinsome type of accident
or had some type sickness that caused this void? I
seemed to be able to remember things before and after
this summer but something or someone erased this
period in my life and I didn't have the vaguest idea
of how or why or when it happened and the more I
pondered the question, the more frightened I became
of learning the truth. Maybe, I thought, I should heed
the age old advice, “let sleeping dogs lie.”

Then, just above a rise, I slowed down to get my
bearings to inspect a field on the left side of the road
surrounded by an old rusted chain link fence. As
we rolled over the crest of a hill, there in front of us,
down at the base of the hill was a large blue green lake
surrounded by little white cottages. Elated, I called
out to the boys, “hey look, there’s a lake,” but they
were too involved attacking their Gameboy villains
to bother looking.

“I think that’s Sackett Lake!” I said with some
excitement.

“Are we there yet?” they questioned in unison.

“I think so,” I said hesitantly.

“Let’s go down to the lake and check,” I said.

At the base of the hill, just across from a small boat
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rental shop was an old General Store. Its porch was
cluttered with what looked like, yard sale rejects and
a large sign which proclaimed in bold letters, ‘BAIT’
and underneath it, ‘Night Crawlers for Sale

I parked the Volvo in front of what looked like a
hitching postand told the boys to waitin the car while I
went in to check where we were. Since the place didn't
look like it had anything to eat or amuse them, they
were happy to continue their life and death struggles
against their Gameboy foes.

The General Store was a combination grocery and
hardware store. The big items on sale this week seemed
to be, “flypaper and rat traps.” In the middle of the
room, next to a large black wood burning stove, were
stacks of 50 1b bags of cracked corn and rabbit food.
On one side of the room the shelves were filled with
fishing equipment and the other side groceries. Bags of
rice, dried fish, condensed milk, bread, yellow mustard
and ketchup were stacked here and there. Behind the
counter was a stocky, grey haired woman wearing
western gear. She reminded me of a modern day ‘Dale
Evans” with her black cowboy shirt and string tie.
Behind her, hanging on the wall were black and white
photos, most likely her children and grandchildren; a
framed two dollar bill with some kind of writing on it;
and a man standing proudly next to a large cow.

“Is that Sackett Lake over there?” I said, pointing
towards the lake with my thumb.

“Yep,” she said without looking up from a magazine
she was reading on the counter.
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“I'm looking for ah, The Laurels Hotel,” I said.

She gazed at me for a few seconds expressionlessly,
then said, “It’s gone, burned down years ago.”

“Gone, burned down,” I repeated discouragingly.

“Yep,” she said nodding her head.

I was shocked and didn’t know what to say so I
thanked her and slowly walked out of the store. I stood
there, on the porch, looking at my car and the lake. I
took the postcard of The Laurels out of my pocket and
tried to determine where the hotel complex once was.
It must have been the field we passed on the way down
the hill, I thought, the one with the chain link fence.
I went back into the store and using the postcard as
a visual aid, asked the woman if that area we passed
was where the hotel once was.

She took the card from me and after adjusting her
glasses, nodded her head saying, “Yep, it was up on the
hill. Has a fence around it.” She came out from behind
the counter, still holding onto my postcard and went
to the open door to point using the card to where the
hotel once stood. At first I thought she wanted to keep
my card but she surrendered it as I thanked her.

When I got back to the car, I told the boys of the bad
news and they wanted to know if that meant that we'd
be heading home. I told them that, since we'd come
this far, we'd might as well visit the site anyway.

“You know,” I said, “We'll go exploring.” They
agreed and I swung the car around to go back up the
hill. I found an opening in the fence and parked on
the shoulder as close to the fence as I could.
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Kenny, who had at this point stopped playing with
his Gameboy, asked in utter disbelief, “Is this what we
came to see? There is nothing here, Dad.”

“Well, let’s walk around anyway,” I said in a quiet
voice showing my disappointment for the first time.

We squeezed through the fence and walked up a
path until we found a vantage point where we could
look around the site. As I stood there, I couldn’t believe
what I saw. The site was flat, without any sign that it
once housed one of the most popular resorts in the
Catskills. As we wandered around the grounds the
boys spied a light blue, Olympic sized swimming pool
with puddles of green brown algae in its deep end.
The twisted metal frame of a lifeguard’s chair was
still there facing the pool as well as a couple of pool
ladders that were still attached to the inside walls of
the pool. From where we were, we could see Sackett
Lake just 100 yards down the hill.

Between patches of concrete, grass and weeds
had grown to about two feet high around the pool
and what looked like the black asphalt outline of a
basketball court was now a garden of tall weeds. 1
wanted to tell the kids that they could imagine what
once stood here by examining the aerial view of the
hotel on the postcard but they had already started
walking down towards the lake.

As I walked around in circles, I tried to imagine
what the place looked like back then but couldn't. I
also realized that it was impossible to describe the
place to the kids from the postcard since every vestige
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of that celebrated resort had been carted away. Even
the outlines of the crude foundations, where three
or four story buildings once stood were merely lines
in the dirt. Unlike foundations today, the makeshift
construction practices of that era probably called for
buildings to be merely stacked on top of cinder blocks
or concrete slabs.

After finding nothing to occupy their attention at
the lakefront, the boys rejoined me. I told them that
we'd probably be heading out in a few minutes and
that I was sorry to take them on such a wild goose
chase and that I'd make it up to them. It was about
then that Randy found an old spoon in the grass and
rather than show it to Kenny, threw it with all his
might over his head. Whereupon both boys raced,
high stepping through the knee high grass, to find the
spoon. Kids don't need toys, I thought, anything will
keep them busy. When I caught up with them, Kenny
had found the spoon sticking out of the ground, and
proudly showed it off to Randy. It was like finding a
needle in a haystack I told them.

Then a strange thing happened. As we stood there,
I had the eerie feeling that time had stopped. That
everything around me had just stopped moving. The
trees, the sky, the grass, all had stopped moving. It
was perfectly still. When I turned to see what the boys
were doing, they were standing there facing the forest,
their arms at their sides, frozen, like mannequins in
a department store. Then, I felt a chill come over me,
down to my bones. And as I stood there, I could have
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sworn I heard someone call my name, “Max,” and as
I turned in the direction of the voice, I saw a flash of
light from deep within the woods and then again, a
voice called my name, “Max.”

As I stood there, gripped with fear, I was shocked
back to reality as Randy grabbed my arm to ask,
“When are we going back, Dad?”

I tried to make a mental fix, as I would when I'd
try to retrieve an errant golf ball in the woods, as to
where the flash of light came from. And as I headed
for the woods, I called for the boys to follow me.
Kenny came running up alongside me to ask, “Where
are you going, Dad?”

“Tust follow me,” I said briskly, concentrating on a
spot in the woods I thought the light came from.

We walked for a while through a thick wooded
area, stepping over and around fallen trees. The
ground was damp with a blanket of leaves and pine
needles and had a sweet smell of rotting vegetation.
The deeper we went into the woods, the darker and
more menacing it felt. Then we saw it, in a small
clearing surrounded by a stand of dead trees, an old
rusted car resting on its frame. It looked like, over
the years, the car had settled into the ground. The
hood had plunged through part of the windshield
and the body was just a rusted shell. Inside the car, a
literal forest had grown with weeds and wild flowers
spouting from where windows once were. At the rear
of the car, a large branch had fallen on the trunk and
jutting out from the opened trunk, a small pine tree



Phil Sills - 27

was sprouting. Inexplicably, the boys picked up sticks
and began reciting some sort of mumbo jumbo while
circling the car and banging on it like it was a drum.

As 1 leaned against a tree staring at the old
heap, something began stirring within me. There
was something about the car, something familiar,
something ominous. I watched in amazement as the
boys performed some type of primitive ritual, racing
around pounding on the car with their sticks. It seemed
that the faster the boys ran, the louder the pounding.
They were moving so quickly and the pounding, the
pounding, that my mind began spinning. The boys ran
and ran around the car until they were merely a blur.
They were merely a blur, as I sank to my knees and all
I could feel was the pounding in my head. I was dizzy
and nauseous and felt as if I was going to faint. I shut
my eyes and clenched my fists to ward off falling face
down onto the wet ground. Then, a chill came over me
like a wet blanket and my nose started running.

I felt cold, very cold. I snapped out of it to the
sound of Kenny hitting the car with a rock and a
loud ... BANG!

“Guys, guys,” I cried out stumbling to my feet.

Both boys stopped theirjousting around and looked
at me with puzzled expressions.

It was at that instant, as the boys stared at me, that
I realized I knew something about that rusted old
car. For some inexplicable reason, I knew everything
about that car, the year, make and model, but I didn't
know why.
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“You know boys, this is an old Hudson,” I said.

“What do you mean? Did you have a car like this?”
Randy asked.

“No,” I said. “These were before my time. They
were popular after the war.”

“Then how do you know it's a Hudson?”
inquired Kenny.

“You see that insignia on the side? That’s a Hornet.
It's a Hudson Hornet,” I said matter-of-factly.

“Maybe they left something in the car, you know
under the grass.” Randy said, pulling at the weeds
growing out of the windows. Kenny taking his cue
from Randy went around the back of the car and
grasped a small seedling growing out of the trunk;
pulling it out with one big yank. Then he froze in
horror upon seeing, entangled in the roots of the
seedling, the brown skeletal remains of a hand and
part of an arm. In utter panic and shaking from limb
to limb, Kenny dropped the plant on the ground and
rushed to his brother’s side screaming, “It’s dead,
look it’s dead.”

“What'’s dead?” I asked rushing to Kenny’s side.

“Look at the tree,” Kenny said pointing to the
seedling lying on the ground next to the car.

“What'’s dead?” asked Randy backing away from
the car.

I looked over at the seedling and saw the
unmistakable outline of a human hand caught up in
its roots. Then I gingerly lifted it off the ground and
held it up to get a better look. I hoped that it might have
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been an animal but it clearly was the unmistakable
skeleton of a human hand.

While I placed the seedling back in the trunk, I
tried to reassure the boys that, “Dad’s going to call the
police and tell them what we’ve found.”

Astheybothlooked ateachotherinbewilderment,
I backed away from the trunk and said, “Just put
your sticks down and let’s ... a, let’s not touch
anything, O.K.?”

“Do you know who it is Dad?” asked Randy.

“What?” I said still staring at the contents of
the trunk.

“Are we in trouble?” asked Kenny hesitantly.

I looked at the two boys each with fear in their eyes.

“Listen daddy doesn’t know who this person is or
was. We have nothing to fear for finding it,” I said.

“Leave every thing alone,” I said, grabbing Kenny
by the arm and motioning to Randy to follow. We made
our way back to the field without saying anything.
Once we got to the fence near the car, Randy asked
what we should tell the police. Whereupon Kenny
voiced his doubts about getting involved and that
maybe we should just forget that we had found a
skeleton. I looked back into the woods we'd had just
come out of and knew that unless the police were
told, the question of what had happened there in the
woods would haunt each one of us forever.

AsIsatin the car with the boys safely buckled up in
the back seat, I fumbled with the car phone wondering
who I should call. Whose jurisdiction was it? The best
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thing I decided was to call the New York State Police.
The boys, now over the shock of what they'd just
seen, bantered away in the back seat over the various
scenarios that brought the victim to their eventual
demise and ultimate burial in the trunk of the car.
To them, it was just like a TV program, allowing for
commercials, it would be solved in thirty minutes.
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FOUR

bout twenty minutes later, from over the
Acrest of the hill, bearing down on us came a
blue and white New York State Police cruiser.
The trooper glanced briefly at me as he passed our car,
and then made a sharp U-turn pulling in behind us.
Before I got out to speak with the trooper, I admonished
the boys to act nice. Excited over the arrival of the State
Police cruiser, they were all wide eyes and nods.

As I walked over to the cruiser, I noticed that it
probably had just come out of a car wash. Water was
dripping from the bumpers and along the sides of the
car. The trooper made a brief call on his car radio then
slowly got out of his car with a clipboard in his hand.
He looked as if he was in this mid-twenties, with a
short crew cut, spit-polished black boots, and wearing
a tightly starched navy blue uniform.

“Are you Mr. Rosen?” the trooper asked looking at
me from over the top of his dark sunglasses.
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“Yah,” I murmured.

“You called in the finding of human remains?”
he asked.

“Yes, I think it's someone’s hand. Ah, skeleton I
mean,” I blurted out. I must have sounded like an
idiot, I thought. I couldn’t put two words together.

“I can show you where ... itis,” I volunteered while
thinking if I should have used the plural, ‘they are,
instead of the singular, ‘it is.

“Let’s start with some details before we go to the
site,” he said in a very official sounding manner.

“OK. I replied nervously, while the boys came up
on either side of me.

“It would help if I could have your license and
registration,” he said, extending a hand towards me.

I fished around with the button in my back pocket
and finally getting it open, removed my wallet. My
driver’s license was tucked behind my Mobil gas
credit card and after fumbling around in my glove
compartment, came out with the car’s registration. I
handed them to the officer who stuck them under the
clip of the board.

While copying down the information, the officer
would every so often glance coolly at me. That’s
when [ started worrying that maybe Kenny was
right and we should have just forgotten about
getting involved.

“OK, I've got what I need here,” he said returning my
license and registration back to me. “Why don’t you lead
me to the site? You told the dispatcher that you found





