THE THIRTEENTH CHILD 

A Living Legend by Captain Joel S. Fogel

A layer of mist hung like a damp, gray blanket upon the roof of Larner Leed's third-story house on the moors. Occassionally, a dull silver circle of moon would cut through the fog which rose like a thing from the surface of the Great Egg Harbor river.

The pine trees on the edge of the marsh stood like silent sentinels witnessing the scene which was occuring in a small kerosene-lit room on the second floor of the old house.

Mother Leeds was giving birth to her thirteenth child.

Through the window, a gathering of old women, the gossips of Estellville, could be seen standing around the bed. They were whispering as they prepared for the birth, but every time Mother Leeds shrieked, one of the old women would cry out to God for mercy.

"God had nothing to do with this baby," the mother cried in defiance with each new wave of pain that racked her aging body. "Damn this child," she screamed. "This baby is the work of the the devil !"

The women by the bed shook their heads and clucked their tongues in sympathy with each blasphemy. The tall pines outside nodded in agreement with every gust of cold, damp[wind that shook the cones from their limbs.

The year was 1837. The place was Estellville, later known as Leeds Point as a result of the birth which occurred that stormy autumn night. For, if Mother Leeds was right, reasoned the old women, if she did possess the powers to conjure up the devil as she claimed she had, then the child born this evening would be something to see, indeed.

But when the baby came forth, wrapped gently in a white sheet, it was quite fair to behold. His crinkled white skin, small dark eyes and wispy black hair all helped to wipe away any further suspicion from the minds of those present.

Even if his little ears were a bit pointed and his tiny feet and hands slightly different, no one would argue that the child was not human.

All were gathered around the little one, admiring him, when the baby opened his eyes wide. It was there that the difference could be clearly seeen, for the pupils were diamond-shaped and glowed fiercely like golden suns amidst the black.

He let out an eerie scream and those closest to the baby jumped back in fright as he screamed again in a high pitched tone which was to haunt the listeners for the rest of their lives.

The visitors left that night with Mother Leeds hysterical laughter ringing in their ears. They hurried along the moonlit paths to their homes in the forest. When each arrived, she bolted her door securely behind her and dropped to her knees in prayer.

The days passed, the moon waxed and waned, the winter brought snow and in the spring, the lilacs in a nearby grove budded early and bloomed. Larner, Mrs. Leeds husband, was busy in the nearby fields now, hoeing and planting the seed he would harvest as crop in the coming fall. Mother Leeds had not left her home since the birth.

Passing neighbors would sometimes stop and point at the house in the evening as it stood gaunt and gray against the hazy spring sunset. But now, they only passed, never visited. Mrs. Leeds had made it clear to a neighbor who had stopped one snow-laden winter evening that she wasn't welcomed.

The neighbor had inquired about the loud screaming she often heard when passing the house. Was anyone ill ?

"We're all doin' just fine," Mother Leeds had replied as she stood at the front door. "Goodby." The door slammed shut.

"It's very odd," the neighbor later told a bonneted friend one summer morning in the marketplace.

"I live almost half-a-mile away from the Leeds place and there are times I can hear that child's unearthly cries when I'm fixin' supper in the kitchen."

What the neighbors didn't know was the reason for the child's tortured screams. An older brother who was demented would torment the boy, pulling his pointed ears and poking him with a sharp stick.

"Blast it, Billy," Mrs. Leeds swore at the tallowy boy one day. "Leave that there baby alone or I'll take this here brush to yer hide !"

"I weren't doin' nuttin Maw," Billy brawled. "It keeps a starin' at me. I hate it. I hate it !"

She whacked the tall thin youth and he ran to a corner of his room, cowering with fright.

Actually, the baby was almost big enough to care for himself. He had grown surprisingly fast during the first eight months, and now was as large as his five hear old brother. But he was still being nursed and Mrs. Leeds took care in covering his sharp little paws and feet to prevent him from accidently tearing at her flesh with his claws.

The fine black hair which covered his head, also covered most of his body now. His eyes, which were large and black except for the golden pupils, were set in a face which wored an expression of watchful innocence.

His overall appearance and disposition led his mother to look upon him as some mythical imp of the forest which she had once read about as a child, so she called him "Pan".

Pan would often crawl across the floor to the window, pull himself up to the sill and look forlornly out of the pine barrens and marsh which stretched to the horizon in every direction from the house.

He was particularly fascinated with the river and if he pressed his furry little nose hard enough against the glass, he could watch the black ducks and Canadian geese as they glided down upon the shimmering waters. It was the ducks and geese which interested him most lately since he had begun to have a craving for something more substantial than his mother's milk.

Mother Leeds was also considering an alternative to nursing the child since his needle sharp-teeth were often painful. But Larner wouldn't allow any deviation in his son's diet.

"Woman," he addressed his thin haggard wife in harsh autocratic tones," my son shall be brought up as have all my children...on the breast until the age of one year. It is best for the child," he stated, glaring down at the little woman, his long beard bristling with flecks of gray as he sat at the head of the large wooden table

"And if Billy torments that child again," he continued, staring at the tall, blond-headed youth, " I shall raise some cain...and I don't mean sugar." He spat on the floor as if to punctuate his comment.

But Billy would wait until no one was around and then creep upstairs to his brother's third floor room to torment the boy. Thus, over a period of time, Pan's disposition darkened. He would growl, snarl and sometimes bite anyone who tried to touch him.

By the time he was four years old, Pan was four feet tall and larger and stronger than most of his brothers and sisters. He could walk on two feet, but preferred four. His brother, Billy, never bothered him anymore and Pan spent most of the time in his crib, tearing at the straw mattress and rocking back and forth.

But when he wanted, he could climb out of the crib, hanging onto its sides with his paws, and hobble in a stooped manner around his small room.

Time passed, however, and a restless spirit worked deeply within him. He would chase his brothers and sisters around the house, shrieking in soprano tones of glee. On other occasions, Pan would star moodily out of his window at the great blook-red orb which died sadly in west each day.

It was on such days that his mother felt most desperate. Standing in the doorway of his quite little room, she would watch the red glow of the sunset glisten damply on Pan's hairy cheeks as he wept quietly.

And the neighbors were gossiping again.

"There she is," whispered one to a friend as Mother Leeds passed through Estellville in her buggy one afternoon on her way to market.

"I'll bet me bonnet she's goin' to buy some arsenic fer that lil' un of hers. I hear tell he's a real demon...a regular Satan, he is. Four hears old and a foot in height fer each year."

" I dare say," replied her sharp-nosed friend, " a regular Beelzabub."

"Amazin', ain't it ?"

Mother Leeds didn't hear the conversation as her buggy joggled down the road in a trail of dust. If she had, she wouldn't have said anything anyway. It was all true.

One October night, when the moon had waxed to it's fullest and hung like a huge silver dollar over the Leed's home, Pan crept out of his bed and hobbled across the room to the window. His birthday had been that day but it wasn't celebrated.

He was five and as he looked out the window onto the cool moon-lit marsh, a strange sad yearning whelmed up from within him. It started deep down an slowly worked it's way up until a howl broke loose from his throat.

The cry was so loud and forlorn that it instantly awoke his father and mother who came rushing into his room. But upon seeing the creature that crouched on his haunches like a wolf before them, they fell back in horror. He was creeping towards them, slowly, quietly, his large golden eyes gleeming brightly with an unnatural hunger.

He lunged through the entrance, bounded own the hall, leaped quickly down the creaking steps and through an open window on the first floor.

He was loose now.

He was free and as he felt the soft moist earth beneath his bare padded feet and the cool night breeze hard against his hairy face, he ripped away his cotten sleeping garments.

Looking up into the cleear autumn sky, he breathed deeply the sweet, rich fragrance of cedar and pine. A cry of pure joy burst forth as he disappeared off and into the woods....forever.

Well, at least all of the residents of Estellville thought that the "Leeds Devil" was gone forever.

"Good riddance," many could be heard to remark.

"He's probably long dead and turned to dust after more then a century an a half of icy winters we've had here in New Jersey. I tell ya, no human being could survive them or live that long anyway."

But there are those who will tell you that Pan was not human. That if you drive out to Leeds Point on a full moon October night, when the mist hangs low like a funeral blanket upon the river...if you watch the Leeds house closely, a strange little figure will appear silhouetted on the fence in the moonlight.

And if you call his name softly...he will sometimes reply  in a woeful wail, followed by a high pitched scream...before scurrying off into the night.
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