Afterword

After editing dozens of books on a wide variety of topics, it is a surreal feeling to edit one
in which I find myself to be a character. Not by name, of course, just by association.

I am two years older than David, and one year younger than his sister Lisa. My family
lived less than a mile up the road from Kitt’s Tavern, and my pick-up was before theirs along the
winding Weaver Hill Road bus route. Every morning, I watched them all board the bus—
Michael and Monique first, bouncing and bright-eyed as they sprinted for the back seats to sit
with the cool kids, followed by David and Lisa looking gray and tattered with dead eyes,
slogging along the best they could, hoping someone would be charitable enough to let them sit
next to them. Each morning, like many of the riders, I hoped I wouldn’t be the unlucky one.

I looked down upon them like every other kid did. I am not proud of that. I don’t think I
every bullied either of them, as it was not in my nature, but I am embarrassed to admit that I
probably would have in the right situation. I was grateful for people like David and Lisa to
distract the bullies away from me as I struggled with my own immaturity, fears, and childhood
anxiety.

I remember being driven to school one morning by my parents (maybe I missed the bus
that day) and we saw Lisa marching up the breakdown lane of Nooseneck Hill Road on her
lonely, four-mile trek to school. We did not stop, but no one else did, either.

I remember knocking on the door of Kitt’s Tavern one Halloween night. Dale answered,
then brought my brother and me down to the entrance of the cellar, where he offered us potatoes
and onions for our goody bags. I believe he thought he was being funny—and in another reality,
he might have been—but the longer we stood in the entryway to the cellar, the more uneasy I
felt. The darkness behind him that reached into the depths of the cellar looked cold and
cavernous, like you’d expect to see beneath a haunted house. In that moment in my mind, Dale
was a sentinel at the gates of Hell. This wasn’t that fun kind of Halloween frightfulness, either.
Even at ten years old, my Spidey-sense told me there was something terrible down there. I think
our father sensed it too, and I was grateful when he interrupted and pulled us out of there when
he did.

I remember playing baseball against David in the senior league. I recall pitching a no-
hitter at the start of the last inning when he came to the plate. He was always an easy out, and I
was clinging to a one-run lead. I remember my first pitch hitting him in the ribs and the roar of
laughter that erupted from their bench as it happened. I think his teammates enjoyed seeing him
doubled over in pain as much as they enjoyed getting a free baserunner in a close game. I
remember being furious at myself for letting the team’s worst player reach base, and then for
letting that mistake rattle me into an eventual 2—1 loss.

And I remember two players one day getting into a fistfight at third base, and Dale, their
coach, grabbing them by their shirts to pull them apart. I remember the mother of one of the boys
charging across the field at full speed to dive into the fracas, not to chastise her own son for
being a shit, but to pound on Dale. Like the rest of us, she knew all the horror stories, and in her



mind, Dale was the chief perpetrator. Having him place his abusive hands upon her son for any
reason was simply too much to bear.

After I aged out of the baseball league as a player, I returned to coach with my dad for
my younger brother’s team and earn a few bucks as the league’s official scorekeeper. While I
was scoring, Lucille would drag her lawn chair up next to mine and we would chat about the
game. She was always pleasant and happy, but there was an innate oddness about her that I find
difficult to explain even now. For some reason, she liked me; she thought I would be the perfect
match for Monique, and she often urged me to ask her out. But I had zero interest. I heard the
rumors. I knew the stories, like everyone else did. As hard as Lucille tried to maintain
appearances and keep the evil under wraps, in the end, the joke was on her—we all knew.

And I remember Mr. Finch—the most terrifying man I ever met when [ was ten years old.
His natural presence, his steely eyes, and his booming voice were a natural for middle school
leadership. (Think of him as an angry Joaquin Phoenix.) And I remember him returning to the
field one evening with David when he was about sixteen years old to watch a game. I had a brief
conversation with Mr. Finch that night and was amazed he even remembered me as the quiet,
nearly invisible kid I once had been. I was instantly struck by the man’s friendliness, humor, and
grace. [ deeply regret not having the opportunity to get to know George Finch better. There was
so much to admire. And as for David, I recall being taken back by how unusual he looked that
night. This David was somehow different from the decrepit version I remembered from the
school bus years earlier. It took me a while to realize why. It was because he was smiling.

So, the years rolled by. I went to college, got married, had kids, developed a career, wrote
a few books, and started a publishing company. And through those years, I told my family all
about my exploits growing up in West Greenwich as a kid, and even included a few tales of that
sad, strange family that lived in the spectacular, beautifully restored house on the corner.

And then, last year, out of the blue, I received an unexpected message from David. He
was working on a manuscript about his childhood and saw somewhere on social media that I
might be able to help him.

The first question David asked was, “Do you remember me?”

There are a few heroes in this story, but there could have been so many more. To me, the
greatest tragedy here is how many people knew what was happening but made a conscious
decision to look away. You would be within your rights to point fingers at the family members,
or the police, or the state, or teachers, or coaches, and so many others, but that’s too easy. We all
had the chance to be heroes, but we all turned our backs to the neglect and abuse that we all
knew was happening. In my opinion, the greatest tragedy here is that in the darkest moments, the
saga of the Harter children lived openly on the lips and tongues of everyone who came into
contact with them.

In the end, we were the monsters.

Steven R. Porter, Publisher
Stillwater River Publications
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