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  Author Note


  



  Dear Reader,


  



  This ebook gathers three novellas of mine: Purity, The Words and The Attraction. I hope you enjoy them. I invite you to leave your thoughts in a brief review at your favorite bookseller website. Thank you.


  



  Best,


  



  Douglas Clegg


  



  



  



  



  Purity


  



  



  



  For Robert R. McCammon, for Boy's Life, Usher's Passing, Swan Song, Stinger,and Blue World, among others.


  



  



  



  



  “Vast, Polyphemus-like, and loathsome, it darted like a stupendous monster of nightmares to the monolith, about which it flung its gigantic scaly arms, the while it bowed its hideous head and gave vent to certain measured sounds...”


  



  “Dagon” by H.P. Lovecraft


  



  



  



  



  Prologue


  



  Why I Called You Here
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  There is no madness but the madness of the gods. There is no purity but the purity of love.
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  Someone once wrote that “the most merciful thing in the world, I think, is the inability of the human mind to correlate its contents.”


  This describes my feelings perfectly. I correlate too much of my own mind's contents. It's always troubling. I don't live in the chronological moment; I doubt you do, either. I live all at once in the past with only glimpses of the present. I live mostly on that island, when it comes to me, when I think of my life as it formed. I live in darkness now, but the dark brings the memories back. The dark brings it all back. The dark is all I know. I call the dark. It's there that I find the god I met one day when I was just a child. I remember that day; not the days of blood to come. In the end, we were together. In the beginning, we were not.
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  Here are the words I will never forget:


  “Owen, I'm so sorry. I'm so sorry. I should never have come this summer.”


  Before that, the gun went off.


  Before that, I looked into her eyes.


  Before that is when it all began.


  Dagon, bring it back to me.


  



  



  Part One: Summer Begins


  



  



  Chapter One


  



  Who I Am
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  These are the things I know: Outerbridge Island has briny water running beneath its rocks, a subterranean series of narrow channels between the Sound and the Atlantic. You can see the entrances to these channels on the northern side of the island at low tide.


  These channels feed into the Great Salt Pond on the westerly side of the island before it empties into the sea. It was said that once-upon-a-time, a Dutch trading ship smashed up against the rocks, and local pirates fed upon the treasures found within the hold of ship. The treasure, it is said, was buried in the narrow caverns. To add to the chill of this tale, it was also said that the pirates fed upon the flesh of the survivors of the wreck for days.


  I've actually swum into the caverns at times. I'm slender enough, and in good enough shape to maneuver in the darkness of the water, but I never found treasure, nor did I emerge in the Great Salt Pond by following the channels within that part of the island. I needed air, after all.


  If you want something badly enough, there are ways to get it.


  This doesn't mean that they are traditional means. It doesn't mean that pain is not involved. It doesn't mean that the cost may not overwhelm the need. It just means there are ways to get what you really want in this world.


  If one has a conscience, one can be driven mad. Therefore, a conscience is a key to madness. Everyone is a potential madman. Everyone. The sweetest boy in the world can be driven to the most irrational of acts. The girl who has the world at her feet, likewise, could be driven to some act of desperation and tragedy.


  And, in many ways, we want the irrational and the tragic and the desperate, because they bring meaning and life back into our existences.


  Another fact: My mother prizes three things above all others: The rose garden which my father planted for her before I was born. It runs in spirals along the bluffs and the small hillock behind our cottage. There are fourteen varieties of roses, with hues ranging from pale peach to blood red.


  Her koi pond, which is really the Montgomery's koi pond, but it sits on our side of the property. It is largish for a pond, and narrow, nearly a reflecting pool. It was built deep for the harsh winters the koi can survive a thick layer of ice as long as they can bury themselves down in the silt. My father covers the pool with a plastic tarp to further protect the fish.


  And lastly, my mother prizes the gun. My maternal grandfather had a pistol that had been given to him by his mother.


  It was a small Colt pistolwhat my grandfather called a vest pistol, but which I thought of as a Saturday Night Special. It had mother-of-pearl grips, and a clip that could not be removed from it.


  My grandfather had given my mother the pistol in the early years of her marriage for when my father would beat her. My father never beat my mother, but my grandfather would apparently not believe it. The pistol is useless, I heard my mother once say. Never been fired. I could barely shoot a cat with it, she joked.


  Someday, she told me, when she was weepy and bitter about life, she would go to Boston and sell it to a collector and take the money and go far, far away.


  When I first discovered my true god and his nature, I took the pistol.


  Final fact: Faith plays into all this. One must have faith that one can do what one sets out to do. One must have the courage of one's convictions. All the world's history teaches us this.


  For me, it is that god I discovered. I call it Dagon, although its name is unknown to me. It came from the sea, and I held it captive, briefly.


  I am its priest. And Dagon, in a twisted and true way, upholds what I stand for.


  One must stand for something.


  For me, it is the force of love. The undertow of love. But that sounds romantic, and I'm not a romantic at all. I've been called a lot of things since the day I was born; never romantic. Schemer. Athlete. Brain. Manipulator. User. Common. Handsome. Shallow. Arrogant. Mad. Sociopath. Cold eyes. All by my mother.


  Jenna Montgomery once told me I had the most beautiful eyes she'd ever seen on a boy.


  I had to catch my breath when she told me that.


  She said it the same day I made the first sacrifice to the god I'd met.
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  Years ago, I came upon the god during a storm of late November, a frozen, bitter storm, in which I had gotten caught down at the caverns, taking a dinghy out to look for the famous buried pirate treasure.


  I was twelve and lonely, and when I saw the god thrust in between a rock and a hard place, as it were, I knew immediately who and what it was, and how I should please it. I read in my father's bible that Dagon was the god of the Philistines; the Fish-God. I found other books, too, with titles like The Shadow Over Innsmouth and Dagonthat further told of the god and its worshippers and what was needed to feed the god.


  Some may say it is just an abominable statue, a cheap and even grotesque trinket of some distant bazaar, brought by sailors or perhaps even the pirates. It is green with age, and made wholly of stone. Its eyes are merely garnet; its tail and fins carved with some exquisite artistry.


  But when I bled a seagull over the cold eyes of the little god, while the storm raged around me, I felt a prayer had been answered. I breathed easier then.
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  Breathing is essential to survival, and although this seems like a given, we knowscientificallythat it is not. Most of the problems of life are like that: simple, obvious, graspable, yet shrouded in a secret.


  If one can breathe wellthrough any crisis, and exertionthen one will survive. It is those who stop breathing who have let go of their wills to live. I am what people in this world call a sociopath, although the idea of killing someone has never interested me.


  A sociopath is not necessarily a killer, and to assume this is to play a dangerous game. Just as not all famous people are rich, not all sociopaths are Jeffrey Dahmer. If Jeffrey was one at all.


  You must know this about me if you're going to understand exactly what went on at Outerbridge Island the summer I turned eighteen, the summer before Jenna Montgomery was to leave me forever.


  They say that people like me can't experience love, but I find that a ridiculous statement. I'm fully capable of giving and receiving love, and it is monstrous to suggest otherwise. Even all those years ago I was, and love burned in me just as it did any boy who had fallen.


  My mother would take her daily pain pill as I grew upher pains being life itself and even her child  and tell me that there were two kinds of people in this world, the kind that give and the kind that take, and I knew I was neither, but somewhere in between the rest of the world: I was someone who observed, perhaps too coldly sometimes. I still observe, and observation has brought me to this place again.


  Outerbridge Island, with its rocky ledges and glassy sea, the fog that came suddenly, the sun that tore through clouds like a nuclear explosion, the summers that went for years; the years that passed in a summer.


  The storms that came and stayed and never left.
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  Let me turn it all back to the day I was born, since from what I've read about sociopaths, it's fairly genetic.


  My grandmother was probably the carrier of the gene, since she went crazy and ended up in what they called a nursing home over in Massachusetts, but which I found outlater in life, of coursewas an impoverished sanitarium, the sort of which nightmares are born.


  My mother told me that it was my grandfather's fault for driving her to do thingsagain, not kill, for we have never been murderersjust things that caused people to believe my grandmother was insane.


  When I was born, my mother told me when I was eleven or twelve, I was a difficult birth and my own umbilical cord practically strangled me as I exited her body. She said I was blue in the face for nearly a minute from lack of oxygen before the doctor got me coughing. Then, I spent the first two weeks of my life in the hospital, for I was a month premature and no one thought I would live.


  Sometimes I think this is why I'm a sociopath. I've seen documentaries on PBS about baby monkeys who are separated from their mothers for a short time, and this makes them seem without conscience (if that is truly what a sociopath is, although I don't believe it). My mother said she didn't touch me for the first month; she was terrified I'd die, and because she had already lost one childtwo years earlierin some kind of crib death scenario, she feared holding her first son, me. My father had to do all the touching and picking up, and evenmy mother told mewhen I had to nurse from her breast, she was too terrified. Instead, my aunt became my wet nurseshe who had, just five months before, given birth to twins and seemed to have milk enough for the entire population of the island.


  There were times, when I was older, that I wished my aunt had taken me back with her to her home on the mainland. Times when I hated the island. Hated my mother and father. Hated looking at the Montgomery housethe Montgomery Mansion, the Montgomery palazzo, the Big Placestaring down at us. But I suppose all this anger came about because of those first few days of life.


  These things aren't spoken of much in familieshow we each came to be. My mother suffered through bouts of depression, particularly in the winter, and she would stand in front of her bedroom window, looking out across the Sound, her face a shimmering reflection in the thick windowglass, and tell me all about myself.


  She told me that when I was six weeks old, she realized I had never really cried, at least not the way babies were supposed to. Instead, I would turn red, and my mouth would open, and I'd scream. That's how she'd know I was hungry or needed changing. Because she was so grateful to have a child after she felt God had taken away her first in retribution for youthful transgressions, she tried not to think about what my lack of tears might mean.


  As she'd tell this kind of story, I'd shift uncomfortably on her bed, wishing she'd release me from this kind of intimacythe closeness of her depression, the morbid way her mind would pick over my birth and early years.


  “I'm so sorry that you turned out this way,” she said, once, her hands going up to her face. “I'm happy you're so smart. Not like your father. But this madness that comes over you….”


  I remained silent, letting her have her feelings. I didn't understand then to what she referredI was not mad. I took the ferry to go to school over on the mainland and did quite well in school. The ferry takes an hour and a half in the winter, and only runs twice a dayfor school hours, since Outerbridge had no school of its own. Thus, I spent many nights with my Aunt Susan in Rhode Island, and learned more about my mother's mother than I had ever wanted to know. I also managedthrough my cousin Davyto make friends off-island, friends who believed I was like them. And I had a lot of friends as a child.


  Although I was not considered handsome at firstat least by my mother who found my hair to be too ominous in some way, my eyes too blue and perhaps too sharp, my manner arrogant (even as an eight-year-old, she'd called me that)I began learning the secret of athletics early, and applied myself to molding my body the same way I went about molding my mind: I studied and read and found the boys who seemed to know what they were doing, and I gravitated towards them. I learned what they knew by nature. I was uncoordinated in most sports, until I realized that, as in all things, it was about breathing.


  This is one of the secrets of life:


  It's all about breathing.
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  Voices in the dark:


  “It's all right, I know you. I know what we both want.”


  “Shut up. Just shut up.”


  “Come here. Come here. Let me help you. It's all right. It feels good.”


  “No, not like this. No.”


  “I've been so lonely.”


  “Oh.”


  “Wanting this.”


  “Oh.”


  “Since the first time I saw you.”


  “Oh.”
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  Have you ever felt that you would do anything to be with someone?


  I almost feel sorry for you, if you haven't.
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  The purity of life is in the secretsthey're simple, they say everything, they are there for anyone, but we must wake up to the purity first in order to understand the secrets.


  My pursuit of physical excellence began early. I tackled solitary athletics since this seemed best for my character. They were also cheaper. My family was poorhave I mentioned that? Not poor poor. Not “out in the street with no food” poor, but poor nonetheless.


  My mother's first husband had been rich, but had been a gambler. My motherI should call her Boston, for that's what my father called her even though her name was Helenhad been the fifth daughter in a wealthy family who had married well the first time around. But that mansomeone I had never in my life heard of beyond knowing he existedapparently lost all his and Helen's money, and soon she found my father, a good man one would suppose, who began his work life as a groundskeeper at the Smithsonian Museum in Washington, DC, but ended up working as a gardener for rich folk. It paid well enoughlike I said, we weren't poor poor.


  My father probably would've had more money, but he had a sister who was dyingfor yearsdown in Annapolis, Maryland, and he was her only support. So, according to my mother, half of his income went to her upkeep. “She has the longest-lived cancer I've ever heard of,” she'd say, sometime right in front of him.


  Of course, this wasn't all there was to it, but if I tell you all the secrets of the world at once, you'll either be dazzled or overwhelmed, and there's no point in making it all explode right now. You'll want to know why breathing is one of the secrets of life.


  All right, do you know how breathing is voluntary? I've heard that people with dementia sometimes end up forgetting how to breathe. That's a terrible way to die, although one would suppose that any method of dying would be awful. Well, breathing is the essential component of accomplishing anything.


  I observed this earlyI was on the school bus, and I noticed a little girl next to me who was terrified of an upcoming test we were about to take. She would, in fact, stop breathing for seconds at a time. I began to count her breaths, and I saw that for every four I took, she took one. I suggested to her that she try just concentrating on her breathing. After a bit of persuasion, she did. It didn't seem to work.


  I withdrew my father's watchthe one I'd stolen (yes, I stole things regularly around the house. I have reasons, none of which you want to know.) I had learned a bit about hypnosis, so I asked her to stare long and hard at the brass of the watch as the sunlight reflected on it. She asked me if I'd be putting her under. I told her no. This was, after all, just suggestion, nothing more. I would suggest something to her and would hope that her mind would accept it. Of course, I was a child. I didn't say it that way. I said it in some little boy way. But eventually, staring at the watch so much that her eyes teared up, I began to help modulate her breathing. By the time we reached school, she wasn't half upset anymore about the test.


  I began asking the other boysthe older ones who were good at softball and runningwhat their secrets were. To get their secrets, I entertained them with my modest ventriloquism skillsI could do bird calls and the sounds of crickets and even get brief sentences out without moving my lips.


  Boys like entertainmentso they opened up and told me about athletics and sports. They all said screwy things, but what I noticed were two solid answers: breathing and imagination.


  They made sure that they breathed through everything. They also imagined that they would win. This was a huge revelation to me, since I had never felt that I could win anything. I realized that these other boys were winners in athletics because they in fact believed they werewhether from coaches, friends, family or whomeverand because they did not stop breathing. They used their breathingwithout even knowing itto help keep their bodies working.


  All right, that sounds simplistic. I believe that the simplest things can lead to the strongest results.


  So, I began working on breathing.


  This was not merely inhaling and exhaling, but swimming at the beach in the icy spring and holding my breath under water. After all, if I were going to be lord of my own breath, I needed to master everything about it, didn't I? I wasn't sure that I'd ever be a great breath-holder, because I never seemed able to go much beyond a minute. I was holding on too much to my fear of dying.


  This is one of the first lessons about breathingif you have breath within your lungs, you will not die. Death comes once there is no more breath.


  Again, simple.


  Again, true.


  “Owen,” my mother said, pinning the laundry up outside the cottage that the Montgomery's housed us in. “What in god's name are you doing?”


  I had come up after logging in a minute-and-a-half beneath the water, right at the rocky ledge. I had just leaned over and thrust my face underwater. I was eleven at the time. I tried to explain to her the principle behind my experiment, but she did not seem to understand.


  However, within a few short months, I had become best friends to the captain of the swim team in 7th grade, and by fall, I was running cross country. I would never be the bestthis was not my goal after all. I would be a winner. In fact, I knew I would close in on this with each sport or endeavor I triedthe other kids were lazy. Life and their families made them that way. I did not intend to let a day go which I could not claim was my own. I was going to own life in a way that neither of my parents ever had. Academics slipped in my middle school yearsbut not enough for anyone to notice. I read studiously, and never for enjoyment, but to understand systems of thought that the world was trying to push at us.


  I learned quickly that an A+ in school sometimes meant a D- in life, and that in fact equal effort had to be made to excel in both spheres.


  Breathing helped. When I felt overwhelmed by it all, I practiced my breathing again.


  Even in December, when the island was desolate and the water was enough to drown, I would leap into the sea and stay beneath the water for as long as I could; I would, if possible, use the Montgomery's indoor swimming pool for my morning workout which began at six a.m.
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  That was the wonderful thing about the Montgomery's place: they were usually gone all winter unless Mr. And Mrs. Montgomery were fighting, or Mr. Montgomery had gone off with one of his mistresses and Mrs. M was so angry she came to the island for a blisteringly cold February. I used to see Mrs. M in those cold Februarys, and I ran errands in town for her because she spent too much time staring at the walls or sitting along the indoor pool while I did laps.


  She enjoyed letting me swim there, and she sometimes even got in and did laps, too.


  Once, when I was twelve, Mrs. M told me, “You're turning into quite the handsome boy, Owen Crites.”


  She was in good shape for a woman of forty, and there were times when I was with her that she reminded me so much of Jenna it was almost like having Jenna there with me.


  When I watched her back, as she got out of the pool, bathing cap on, her narrow waist, the way the water beaded upon her skinit was like seeing Jenna for a moment. This made me happy. Jenna meant a lot to me.


  But the pooldare I describe it now, how I remember it? It was vast. It was Olympic size. I could do real laps there as opposed to laps at the beach which ended with a summer lifeguard blowing a whistle for me to come to shore before I'd gone out twenty yards. It was off the southern wing of their estate, and had glass surround it, so that it was as if you were swimming outside, as if on the bluffs over the Sound, you owned the world as you went back and forth, breathing, carefully breathing so as not to wear out too fast.


  Because, during those winters when the M's stayed down in Manhattan, my father and mother and I had the run of the house, I could swim naked in the pool, and rise to see the reflection of my body in the long mirrors that were in the small lockerroom off the pool. By my sophomore year in high school, I had createdand mastereda beautiful, strong body, and what average looks I had were masked by health and physical near-perfection. I didn't admire this because I believed in beauty.


  Beauty is for the lazy.


  I admired it because I knew the world admired it, and I wanted to own the world.


  Wrestling was my winter sport at school, and I did not excel at it, but I held my own. The girls loved meand the boys, too. I never got too close to them, because I had to spend all my concentration on creating who I was. But the girls all cheered for me in the sweaty matches as I brought some great bull of a boy from a competing school down to the red mat. Because the psychological aspect to sports can't be emphasized enough, I wouldwith each matchcreate some threat to my opponent. Something I could whisper in his ear. This took no small planning, as it meant I had to do research on those I wrestled, so I would know just what button to push to take away their psychological edge.


  Dagon helped me; my god took me to books and ideas and notions, if you will, that showed me just what other boys would be most hurt by. Usually, it involved their sense of sexuality.


  After all, even I knew that showering with other boys all day, wearing jockstraps, cracking jokes about everything from dicks to pussies, was a veil across homoeroticism among adolescents.


  And who but wrestlers were closest to puncturing that veil?


  So, I would whisper to my opponent something about him, something perhaps his closest friend had told mehis closest friend, drunk, being taken out to a parking lothis closest friend who, with six beers in him, would finally admit to something that my opponent would be happiest to hide for a thousand years. Sometimes, it was less interesting.


  My threat might be, “I know your little sister, Trey. I know all about her leg. I would hate for something to happen to her. I would hate for someone to do something to a little girl so sweet.”


  You may judge me for this if you like.


  It was a competitive edge, and this is what we, in athletics, were taught: to find our edge. Skill alone never wins. I wish it did, but lazy people think that way. Faith is necessary, too. I had found mine. It had grown within me.


  Now, this began rumors about me, but I had built up a loyal following of other boys and girls in school. I became head of the pep squad for the football teamteam sports were never my thing, but I knew that I had to somehow attach myself to them. So, when kids from other schools began talking about me saying “crazy, psycho” things, I had friends who were willing to lay down and die for me rather than accept those lies.


  I really liked the kids I went to high school with; I liked the teachers. It was easy for me to like them. I think even being poor helpedteachers saw me as an underdog rising. I would tutor children in the local elementary school some afternoons; I took the coach's daughter to the junior prom, just because I was a nice guy and I felt bad that she wasn't pretty enough to get asked by any of the other guys. I was well-liked, and sometimes, that carries you.


  But I haven't mentioned much about Jenna yet, have I? In all this talk of I, she has not yet enterednot in the way she should've. She was not at my school. She was not within my sphere. She was outer, she was beyond beyond. How could I take her to the prom when she only arrived at Outerbridge Island in the summers?


  I would count the days until Memorial Day weekend, when the Outerbridge Majesty would arrive in Quonnoquet Haven, heavy with tourists and summer people, and there, on the highest deck, I'd see her with my binos and I would lay back in the muddy grass and look up at the paling sky and think: please remember what we promised. Remember everything and don't leave anything out. Remember why I came to you and why you let me and why it would make everything be the way it was supposed to, and why you're the reason for my every breath.


  That's what had happened when I was twelve and dedicated my soul to the god of dark places. By the time I was seventeen, I was a dedicated servant to the one I worshipped. And the only thing I asked of this divinity was:


  Give me Jenna.
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  I'll tell you now, that it's safe, what really happened the summer that I discovered puritygenuine purityin the shit of human existence.


  I can see myself as I was then, handsome, young, even pretty in a way with my thick hair falling to either side of my face, my blue eyes sharp, yes, but expectant. My shirt is an Izod, a preppie affectationmy mother never wanted me to look like the other islanders, she wanted something better for me, as did I. Khakis, no socks, Topsiders or sandalsmy face burning from the beginnings of summer sun, my heart racing.


  It's no longer me as I am, it's that boy, that boy who is almost eighteen, a man at this point, a man who has nearly won in life.


  I, he, you, it doesn't matter what I call that boy-man, he just is, I can feel his breath, I can smell the Old Spice on him, I can practically see the cap on his front tooth that cost his father a pretty penny after he fell and chipped it in sixth grade while he was runningI can practically see the fog lift between this day and that one.


  He watches for her.


  



  



  Chapter Two


  



  Memorial Day, Restless Nights, and an Open Window
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  Let me take you there. Fly like a bird over the crotch of New Englandthat place where


  Rhode Island clutches at its small corner between Massachusetts and Connecticut, and out to the Sound, across the scattering of islands and islets and outlands until you see the One Man Rocks, the places where misanthropists going by the name of New Englanders lived two to three per isletand then, beyond the beyond, as my mother would say, thar she blowsOuterbridge, Outerbridge, Outerbridge.


  The name conjures up older names, and for meor for him, for the me who was, Owen Crites, the Dutch fighting the Indians, the pirates burying treasure beneath the land, and the people who built the walls. It even conjures all the names it must have had before, when the gods themselves had granted it some secret name.


  If Owen had known the secret name, he might have had power over it, but as it was, the island was master, and all who occupied its ground, servants.


  The island's history began eons ago when some glacial giant swept the rocks and earth into the Atlantic and the world grew up around it. The Pequot and Narragansett Indians held it against the Dutch for as long as they could, and then the Brits wrested it for themselves.


  The island never provided much in the way of existence for any of its inhabitants; all that's left of the early English settlers were walls made of stone and foundations of cottages that speckle the northern end of Outerbridge (originally called a Dutch name that had sounded to the English like Outerbridge although there was a movement afoot among the summer residents to restore the old Pequot name for the place.)


  The largest beach, called the Serpentine by the British for its snaky shape, runs the western length. A Victorian Wedding Cake House called the Mohegan, converted in recent years to a twenty room hotel, sits perched on the main bluff overlooking the most public part of the Serpentine. On either sides are the summer homesthe large and the ordinary, with the woods all mixed in and winding through them. More than half the roads on Outerbridge were still dirt; there was no McDonald's, no 7-11, and only two stoplights between the three townships.


  Spring shat out of winter in New Englandand along the uneven row of islands called the Avalons, it was a heavy crap of rain and then sun and then rain and finally sunthe merciless summer sun which never left until two weeks after Labor Day unless the storms came down. Outerbridge had it the worse, for the two other large Avalonsand the smaller rocky ledges called islets that formed part of the coastal barrier against the Atlanticgot the good weather first.


  Outerbridge, the furthest up the coastline was more narrow than widesix miles long, two-and-a-half miles widewith bluffs to the south and north, the Great Salt Pond at its center, the Wequetaket swamps in the lower points to the east; there are two hundred and fifty three summer residents; there are 75 in the winter, most of them over 60 years of age. At the height of winter's cruelty, helicopters come in with supplies. That sounds outrageous, but it's true, for Outerbridge is further from the mainland than even the Vineyard and Nantucket to the northit is beyond beyond beyond, and there is no crossing easily.


  The historic landmarks are South Light and North Light, the two lighthouses that still work, sentries at either end of the island; Old Town, or Old Town Harbor as the old-timers call it, is at the southern tip; Quonnoquet Haven, with its bluffs and spectacular view of what they call the Big Nothing, where even the mainland is unseen in the distance, lays to the north of the island


  This particular day was the glinting kind. Sun glinted off the Sound, and even the virgin leaves on the wet treesand the bark, tooall of it spattered light refracted through the hangover of the night of rain so recently passed.


  He hated ithe hated the end of winter, because it was usually the end of control within his parents house. His mother had been in bed for most of it, nursing imagined traumas, while his father had spent his hours away from home, either working as a handyman and gardener at the Big House, or in town or down to Old Town Harbor for drinks with his friends.


  Owen Crites looked to summer for one thing, and one thing only. It would be the arrival of Jenna Montgomery, and that would mean that his misery, his feeling of loneliness would vanish.


  It was a singular obsession of his.


  She was purity.
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  “Hi,” he said to her when he was six.


  “Hi,” she replied. But she hadn't needed to. She was six and all ringlets and ribbons and party dress.


  “Owen,” he said.


  “I know. Hank's your daddy.”


  The fact that she called his father by his first name shocked Owen. No other child called a parent by the first name. It was taboo. And to call his father “Hank” and not “Henry” seemed far too familiar.


  “I know where you live,” she added, an afterthought.


  “Here,” he said, meaning her property.


  “In my yard,” she said.


  “You have the big goldfish pond.”


  “Koi,” he corrected her.


  “And all the roses my mommy loves,” she said, and then took him by the hand and brought him into her worldthe birthday party, the children from New York, the pony rides on the bluffs, the smoked turkey sandwiches, the games of pin-the-tail, and the dance.


  He had been woefully underdressed in a torn pair of jeans and a t-shirt. The other boys all wore white shirts and little ties; their hair glistened with gel. The girls were in puffy dresses and glittery shoes. He had no gift for her then. It had panicked him midway through the party.


  He went and found a gift she had not yet unwrapped, and he threw away the other child's card. On the wrapping paper, he scrawledHapy Birthday from Owen.


  As it turned out, the gift was a small hand puppet, and Owen took it from Jenna and began doing something that he didn't even know he could do. He threw his voice, so it sounded as if the puppet were speaking without Owen's lips moving. When it was found out what he had done, he was punished, but even Mrs. M commented to Owen's mother about her son's delightful talent.


  But forget that for now, forget it. Years passed; punishment was the result of knowledge. Smart people punished themselves, his older self knew. All people with brains received punishment.


  He had only recently turned seventeen. He waited for her, watching the Sound for the ferry on the Thursday before Memorial Day weekend.


  



  3


  



  His eyes turned to slits against the western sun; it was the last ferry of the day, and he couldn't find her or her parents among those on the deck.


  Perhaps she wouldn't be coming until after the holidayit happened before, but several years back. He didn't want to believe it because he never liked to consider the options that people had. His own life felt without option. He had created within himself the person who could most handle his life. He had worked his body, developed the grace of an athlete, he had tried to keep his face pleasantand when the anxieties of his family or of studies became unbearable, he would go to the mirror and practice relaxing his facial features until he was sure he looked pleasant again. He did not want to seem anxious, even if he was. He wanted to give nothing away to those around him.


  He ran down to the docks to see if she might be somewhere else on the ferryperhaps she was sick and wanted to stay below. Perhaps she was taking a nap in the back seat of her family's Range Rover. Perhaps perhaps, he repeated to himself as he sloughed off inertia, and jogged down to the paved road near the marina.


  The summer people were like ticksthey attached themselves to every aspect of the Haven, they drank all the beer, they ate the best the local cooks had to offer, they had all the accidentsmore people would die from boating or swimming mishaps in three months than would die in six years in the other seasons of the island.


  They were careless, they were bloodsucking, they were here to forget the venal world from which they came. They, he thought. They. They debarked the ferry, bicyclists, clownish men and women in golfing outfits, or overly gilded women with poodles and wolfhounds and shih tzus, followed by weary overworked doctor-husbands; the college crowd, too, had begun filling up the local bars and the beach, and all these he hated with a passion. He had spent his life watching them come and be carefree in the summer.


  He had watched them spend more money some nights than his father could make in a month.


  Dagon, he prayed, Dagon, hear me. Cast them down. Raise me up.


  He ached for what they had. The lives they had. The freedom from this island. From the world he had mastered.


  He read books on Manhattan; he learned about Jenna's family, how her great-great-grandfather had worked on railroads and then had gone on to own them, and how her great-grandfather had lost that fortune; how her grandfather had gotten into radio and television and magazines, owning several, selling them, building up a small but substantial media empire; how her mother had continued that work, married a great media magnate, divorced, married again, had Jenna and remained with Mr. M although the marriage ran hot and cold.


  The story of Jenna's family was the story of all the summer people, and though they lived simply on the island for the three months, though they rode cheap bikes around the Big Salt Pond, though they dressed casually even for the one restaurant in Old Town Harbor (the Salty Dog), they were all overmoneyed as his father often said.


  His father spoke of money as evil; his mother spoke of it like a lost child.


  Owen felt it was something like fireto be feared and mastered. It was what other people were given. It's what he would be granted. And these people tromping off the ferry had it. They lived it. They did not dream of getting off this island. They dreamed of things beyond what Owen could imagine.
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  Jenna didn't arrive at the harbor that day. He walked the long narrow wooden staircase from the beach up to the bluffs; and ran along the fringe of pines to the dirt path the went further up the rolling cliffs. He didn't look back down to the water until he was at their property.


  At the house, he went and sat in one of the wrought-iron lawn chairs and leaned back to gaze up at the sky.


  “Owen?”


  He sat up, looking around. He rose from the chair, practically knocking it over, and there she wasat the third story attic window.


  No, it was Mrs. M. Her auburn hair was swept back from her face, damp from the swimming pool; her robe fastened none too tight.


  “Owen? It's good to see you.”


  “Yeah, Mrs. M, me too. I didn't think you had got here just yet.”


  “Oh, my husband still hasn't left his desk yet. I've been here since Wednesday. Good to be back. I despise the city.”


  “Survive winter okay?”


  “Superbly,” she said, but in a way that meant its opposite. Mrs. M was a woman full of irony; he had known it for years. Mrs. M. embodied the house: beautiful, classic, and rich.


  “Do you want coffee?” she asked.
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  “I saw you waiting for her,” Mrs. M said. They were in the sun room off the kitchen, and Owen had just finished his first cup of cinnamon coffee. He got up to pour himself another, but Mrs. M interceded; she had a fresh cup, with cream, all ready for him. He sat down at the table again. She took the chair across from him. He saw her knee emerge from her robe. The hint of breast, like a reward. Mrs. M was in many ways more beautiful than her daughter; but still, his heart belonged to Jenna.


  He did what he could to look at her face, but something in her eyes bothered him. He looked, instead, at her silken arms.


  “You're in love with my daughter. No, that's fine. I've known it since you were both young. Do you think it will lead anywhere?”


  “Lead?” He said the word innocently, but she must've seen through this. “I don't know.”


  “Yes, you do. You're smart. I've watched you grow up. You're smart and handsome and wise. But, do you think she's right for you?”


  “I haven't…I haven't considered…” he stammered.


  “You're a remarkable young man,” Mrs. M said. “She doesn't deserve you.”


  Then, she put down her own untouched coffee, and got up, drawing her robe together. “She gets in tonight. After midnight.”


  “How? The ferry”


  “She has her ways,” Mrs. M said. She brushed something from the edge of her eye and combed her hands through her hair like a mermaid would. “Fancy a swim?”


  “Not today,” he said.


  “Come on, just a nice long swim. Haven't you been practicing all winter?”


  He nodded.


  “I thought so. You ripple now. You don't move, you ripple. You're in better shape than he is,” Mrs. M said, and then went to get her bathing suit.
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  Come midnight, he saw the shroud of a blue and white sailboat press beneath the lights of the harbor. He sat up on the bluffs and watched as she docked; the sail came down. No one stepped off the boat at the jetty. Was it her? Was this what Mrs M had meant?


  He fell asleep in the cool wet grass and awoke at dawn.


  And he knew.


  Jenna Montgomery had found another.
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  In the afternoon, at the Montgomery's, Owen met his rival.


  “Jimmy,” the guy said, his face gleaming, tanned, teeth so much thoroughbred he could've been in Pimlico, his eyes squinty, his nose small, his hair honey-blond from too much sun, and his handshake strong and sure and arrogant. He looked rich without ever having to say it. He smelled rich. He probably tasted rich. “Good to meet you, Crites.”


  “Owen.”


  “You're not an Owen or a Crites,” Jimmy said. “You're a Mooncalf.”


  “Mooncalf?” Jenna laughed, looking at Owen and then back at Jimmy. “That sounds ghastly.”


  She wore a bikini, but had a long towel draped about her waist that ran all the way to her ankles. Her hair was wet and shining from a morning swim.


  For a moment, Owen imagined how it would feel to untie the bikini top and press his face against her breasts. For a moment, the image was in his mind; then, gone.


  All Owen could think was: they'd slept together on the boat. Jenna and this Jimmy character. Jimmy had done it with Jenna. Done it. A sacred act if it was love. A debased ritual, if it was lust and emptiness. Which it had to be. He tried not to imagine Jimmy drawing her legs apart, or the scent of passion that clung to them, the sweat and fever, as they joined together. Tried not to imagine the thrusts.


  “Mooncalf reminds me of upstate New York, or Pennsylvania,” Jenna said with no little disgust. “Cows and chickens. Amish in carriages. Birthings and midwives. Owen can't be a Mooncalf.”


  Jim snorted. “No, it's a beautiful name. Mooncalf.”


  Owen remained silent, still numb from meeting the interloper.


  “Well, if he's a Mooncalf then what am I?”


  “Kitten,” Jimmy laughed.


  “If I'm Kitten, then you're Cat.”


  “All right, then I'm Cat. Now, what shall we call this island?”


  “Outerbridge,” Owen said. “Call it Outerbridge.”


  “That's not the game,” Jimmy grinned, and damn if his smile wasn't dazzling. Anyone would fall in love with this guy, anyone, man, woman, or dog, he was so damn attractive and warm, it made Owen want to walk away and forget about Jenna completely. “The game is everything, Mooncalf. It doesn't matter what things are. You shape them into the way you want them. That's how you gain mastery.”


  “Mastery's the thing,” Owen said, faking a sort of blissfuland very nearly nonchalanttake on all of it. I'll beat you, he thought as he watched his rival, this apollonian boy with his golden hair and squinty green eyes and the way he had arrogance that was absolutely seductive. I will beat you, Owen made the oath then and there.


  He glanced briefly up at the unfettered sun and prayed to God that if nothing else went his way in this life, he would beat down this Jimmy.


  Then, Owen reached a hand out and gave Jimmy's shoulder a friendly squeeze. “Just not big on games I guess.”


  Jenna laughed, “Owen, the game is called Paradise. You rename everything to your liking. Jimmy invented it. Isn't it…marvelous?”


  She pecked the bastard on his ear.


  Owen noted: the kiss went to his earlobe, and Jimmy barely had an earlobe. His ear was smooth and rounded and touched down right behind one of his several dimples.


  Jimmy laughed, shrugging, grabbing her around the waist and pulling her close to him.


  “Let's call the island Sea Biscuit.”


  “No,” Jenna groaned. “That's terrible. Terrible. Owen, you name it.”


  “Outerbridge,” Owen said.


  It was noon, and they were at the jetty. The sailboat bobbed gently with the current, and Owen finally took his baseball cap off.


  “There now,” Jimmy said, approvingly. “You look less like a little boy than like a man. The Mooncalf has such pretty hair for a moody guy.”


  He reached over and scruffed his hand through Owen's hair. His fingers felt electric. “I know the name for this island. I know. It's called Bermuda. We're in Bermuda,” he laughed, leaning into Jenna, kissing her just behind her ear.


  No, Owen thought.


  You're in the realm of Dagon.
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  A restless night came to him, and then another and another. He lay on his single bed, sheets pulled back, and a fever such as he had never before felt washed over him.


  Whosoever has loved the way I love Jenna Montgomery, he whispered to the stars through his bedroom window, has known sacrifice and torture and days and nights of endless wanting, thirst without satisfaction, hunger without morsel. Whosoever has wept within themselves for what they could not reach, could not touch, has felt what I feel.


  Whosoever has spent his life working his body, mind, and soul to its absolute limit to be the extreme candidate for the love of a beautiful and angelic girl as I have for her, as I have given myself to the shape that she would long for…


  That man would not rest were a rival to steal the prize from him.


  Dagon, he whispered soundlessly. Dagon. My god. Bring her to me.


  Eventually, Owen Crites slept better imagining the world under the sea where the people who were part of the Dagon had dwelt, with their vast and imperious citadels, their large cold eyes and wet shapeless forms, and he imagined the great sacrifice he would throw to them for their entertainment.
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  “How are you going to waste your last summer?” Owen's mother asked as she switched off the faucet, plunging her hands back into the soapy water. “Now, don't blot, Owen, dry. There's a difference.”


  She passed him the first dish, which he sprayed down and then wiped with the green-and-white hand towel. The kitchen in the caretaker's house was as narrow as one of the closets in the big house; but the window looked out on a small sunken garden; behind which, the pine trees stuck out like crooked teeth.


  “Don't blot,” his mother repeated.


  Owen began stacking the dry plates carefully.


  “I need a job.”


  “You work for your father.”


  “Not this summer,” he replied. “Hank'll do without me.”


  “Hank?” his mother said, nearly laughing. “Hank? Next you'll be calling me Trudy.” Then, her mood darkened. “Show some respect.”


  His mother reached down to pull the plug on the drain. She reached back to her hairpins, pulling them out so that her gray-streaked hair fell along her shoulders. She smoothed it back, and turned to watch him dry the rest of the plates and bowls from supper. “I know what you're thinking.”


  He glanced at her for the barest moment.


  “You're thinking that you'll work down where she goes at night. The restaurant. The dock. You'll be there for the dances. I've seen the boys working at those places. They live here all year 'round. But in the summer, sometimes they get the rich girls. But those girls don't care about them. The boys are just part of summer to those girls. Just like the beach. Just like a walk.”


  He remained silent, and kept his eyes on each bowl as he carefully wiped the towel through them.


  “I grew up in her world. I know what she'd have to give up. Don't ask her to do it. Not if you care about her,” his mother said.


  Then, she nearly snickered.


  “What's funny?” he asked.


  “I remember your father at your age, is all. I remember him so well,” she said. “He's working on the pump now. The pump and the well. Today he worked on the azaleas and the roses. Tomorrow, he'll probably check the pool. If I had only known then. Owen, you might as well go find that pirate treasure as think that a girl like that will be interested in you beyond these summerish flings.”


  Owen dropped the towel on top of the cutting board, and turned to walk away.


  “I know what you get up to,” his mother called to him, but he had already stepped out of the house, letting the screen door swing lazily shut. “You're nearly a man, Owen. You need to grow out of all your imaginings now.”


  Her voice, behind him, was part of another layer of existence. The smell of fresh grass mingled with the slight scent of the roses which were just blooming in spirals and curves up on the bluffs. He walked to the edge of the hill, feeling the late sun stroke him like a warm hand.


  At the rim of the koi pond, he knelt down and looked at his reflection in the green water. Soon, the patchwork fish came to the surface. He reached his hand into the murkiness, shivering with the chill, and found the god laying where he'd left it, behind the lava rocks.


  He felt the edge of the god's face.
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  In a school notebook, Owen wrote:


  



  Things Jenna likes.


  1. She loves swing dancing.


  2. She likes expensive perfume. The kind older women wear. Not like other girls.


  3. She likes sandals.


  4. She likes to let a boy open a door for her.


  5. She likes clothes from Manhattan.


  6. She likes to be complimented on how smart she is.


  7. She likes someone who listens to her.


  8. She likes holding hands.


  Things Jenna hates:


  1. She hates heavy metal rock.


  2. She hates boys who look at her breasts.


  3. She hates having to wait for anything. Ever.


  4. She hates Julia Roberts movies. She reminds me of movie stars though.


  5. She hates when animals get hurt.


  6. She hates being treated like a piece of meat.


  7. She hates boys who want to go all the way because she told me three years ago that she's going to wait for the right one.


  8. She hates having to do things she hates.


  



  



  11


  He waited a week before going back up to the Montgomery place, and even then, it was after eleven, and the house was dark and silent except for the kitchen, where Mrs. M always kept a light on.


  At first, he intended to stand beneath Jenna's bedroom window and maybe toss a pebble at it to get her attention.


  He noticed that the windowon the third storywas open, and he decided he'd call to her.


  Then, he noticed that one of the guest room windows was open, too.


  That would be Jimmy's.


  The bastard.


  Owen glanced along the trellis and gutters, and decided he'd try that route first. He climbed the trellis with the agility of a monkey, although it threatened to pull away if he didn't balance his weight just right. It wasn't much different from the rope climb in gym.


  When he worried that he wouldn't make it to the third story roof, he remembered the breathing trick and began inhaling and exhaling carefully. That was where the balance was: in the breathing.


  Then, he grabbed the rain gutter, and scaled the slant of the roof. He crawled along it, slowly, cautiously, and went to look in on Jenna while she slept.


  He felt himself grow hard, imagining how he could hold her while she slept, imagining how he would smell her hair.


  When he looked through the open window, he saw the other boy there, Jimmy, in bed with her, holding her, moving against her. Owen caught his breath and held it for what felt like the longest time.


  He could hold his breath underwater for a few minutes, and holding it now while he watched Jimmy press himself into her, like a hummingbird jabbing at a flower, but not as pretty, just dark and murky, Jimmy's body rising and falling as he plunged into her, not gently the way she would want it, but like he was a jackal tearing apart some carcass.


  



  



  Chapter Three


  



  The Morning Swim
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  “The Salty Dog,” Owen said, lifting himself from the swimming pool. “Waiting tables. Since Memorial Day weekend. Lifting weights, too.”


  “That must be delightful,” Mrs. M said.


  She stood near the changing rooms, swathed in a red bathrobe, dark glasses covering her eyes. She looked like a movie star. She had a cigarette in her hand, which she waved dramatically.


  “I imagine you meet lots of girls and boys your age at that dive.”


  “Some.”


  “You're still very young for your age,” she said, and then caught her breath for a moment. “I'm sorry. I didn't mean that in a negative way. I meant it as…as…you're so innocent compared to the boys at that school she goes to. They've already begun those patterns they'll have for life.”


  She exhaled a lungful of smoke. She was like a beautiful dragon, he thought. A jade dragon with sparkling eyes.


  Owen drew himself up over the pool's edge. He exhaled deeply; coughing.


  “My smoking bother you?”


  “No,” he said, swiveling to sit down more comfortably, his legs still in the water. “Just holding my breath. Trying, anyway.”


  “Trying to reach some goal? Underwater?” She took her sunglasses off, and dropped them carelessly on the tiles.


  He nodded. “To beat the Guinness Book of World Records. This guy, he held his breath. Thirteen minutes.”


  “That's impossible.” She walked casually over to him. He could see her sapphire bathing suit top, and her breasts cupped within it as her robe fell open. She stepped out of her sandals.


  For a moment, he imagined what she would look like with her suit ripped from chin to thigh, with him pressing into herno, not him, Jimmy, the way he had torn into Jenna.


  Mrs M, a smile on her face, could not read his thoughts, he hoped.


  “No one can hold his breath that long,” she said. “It must've been a cheat.”


  “If you believe in something, maybe you can do impossible stuff, Mrs. M.”


  “That’s magical thinking, sweetie. And Mrs. M, good lord,” she laughed, dropping her robe completely. She shimmered. “You're a man now. You'll have to start calling people by their first names, Owen. I feel like a schoolmarm when you call me that. Is that what you want me to feel like? A haggish old schoolmarm? I'm forty, not seventy. Catherine. Or Cathy.”


  “Oh, yeah, okay,” he said, grinning. “Cathy.”


  As she walked along the edge of the pool to the far end, she pulled her hair back and tucked it into her white bathing cap. She lifted her arm in a certain way to him, like a salute. Then, she dove into the pool, graceful as a mermaid.


  He watched her do laps while he caught his breath.
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  When he went to shower off, Owen saw the other boy's towel hanging from the bathroom stall.


  Steam began to fill the changing room. Owen pulled his wet trunks down, and tossed them on a chair. He grabbed one of the long white towels that the Montgomerys' maid kept neatly rolled in the cabinet over the toilet. Then, he walked the narrow hallway to the large shower.


  All three shower heads were running, and Jimmy stood there rubbing soap along his arms, his face frothy with white soap foam.


  Owen ignored him, and -- stepping beneath the furthest shower head -- grabbed a bar of Ivory from the holder.


  “Mooncalf,” Jimmy said, as the foam rinsed from his face. His hair stuck up high on his head. The smell of soap was overpowering. “Haven't seen you in awhile.”


  “I know,” Owen said, his voice husky.


  He didn't feel the way he did in school with the other boys, not with this Jimmy, this eighteen-year-old who he had watched deflower Jenna. He felt disgusted.


  “Been busy.”


  He turned his back on Jimmy for the rest of the shower, hoping the other boy would leave to go swim in the pool. But Jimmy toweled off, and began dressing just as Owen turned off the water. He slipped his shorts on, and reached for his t-shirt.


  “You've been working out a lot. Me, too. I run every morning. I play tennis.”


  “Swim,” Owen said. He walked back to the toilet to take a leak.


  “Swim?”


  “I swim.”


  “Ah, a complete sentence out of the Mooncalf,” Jimmy chuckled. “That's the first thing I noticed about you, you know.”


  Owen said nothing; flushed the toilet. Sat down on one of the chairs, and reached for his shirt.


  “You talk in bits of sentences. Well, that and your hair.”


  Owen twisted back to look at him, his t-shirt shirt half over his head. “My hair?


  “You've got pretty hair. It's soft, too. Most guys' hair is like bristles.”


  “Weirdo,” Owen said, then, “Sleep in the guest room much?”


  He pulled the shirt down, and then went to grab his socks. Jimmy followed him, sitting down on a short bench.


  “No. That bother you?”


  “No. It's weird that her parents don't care.”


  “They don't. Well, her mother doesn't. Her father's still down in the city. And I thought you were hot for Jenna. That's the third thing I noticed about you.”


  “We're friends. That's all.”


  “Boys can't just be friends with girls.”


  “Okay,” Owen said. He laughed, but it was a fake. It echoed off the turquoise tile and sounded less genuine as it went. He looked at Jimmy, who was watching him with a sort of paternal takethe way Owen's father would look at him when he didn't understand him.


  “You know, Mooncalf, you comb your hair to the left a little moremake the part slightly higher and you'd look top drawer. You really would. Your chin's strong, your body's in excellent shape. You need to get rid of these,” Jimmy pointed at Owen's red t-shirt, “and start wearing some oxford cloths, button-downs. With sleeves. Short sleeves are for kids. It would show your best side. And maybe some khakis. When you grin, don't show all your teeth.”


  “Bite me.”


  Jimmy laughed, and reached out, pressing his hand against Owen's shoulder in what could only be a casual and friendlyeven brotherlygesture.


  “Good. Some spirit. I'm just trying to help. You look good, but you look too island. You need a little charm. All guys do. Swimming only goes so far, after all.” Jimmy, ever-annoying, kept up the jabber. “I'm not much of a swimmer. I sail, but the idea of water, well, let's just say I do a passable dog paddle. But you've got those biceps. Amazing shoulders for such a Mooncalf runt. Pretty good. How much you bench?”


  “Who cares?”


  A brief silence.


  Then, “I do.”


  “Well, not all that much,” Owen said. “I just stack the weights on and push. I don't notice how much.”


  “Don't notice? My god, sport, you mean to say your goal isn't the weights?”


  Owen shrugged. “I never think about it. I just want to be powerful. I mean strong.”


  “You said powerful.”


  “Same thing.”


  Another brief silence.


  “You ever up for tennis?” Jimmy asked.


  “Not really.”


  “I can teach you if you like. It would be fun to a doubles match one day. Early, before it's too hot. You, me, Jenna, and maybe you could find a friend to bring. We could have a good match. It's always fun to play doubles,” Jimmy said.


  Owen noticed the combination of arrogance and nonchalance, as if none of this mattered. Even this small talk was something to fill some empty space. Jimmy probably screwed Jenna on a nightly basis. But he never thought about Owen, or Owen and Jenna. He probably lived in the moment. Completely.


  “Saturday should be fun,” Jimmy said, wiping the last of the spray from his shoulders as he pushed his feet into the cheapest sneakers that Owen had ever seen. “You bringing a date?”


  Owen glanced up. “Her birthday?”


  “Yeah, you know, the whole crowd's coming from the Cape, and then we'll just do tequila shots till dawn. You got a girl off-island?”


  Owen began to lie, just to fill that emptiness between them. Yes, he had a girl. Yes, he was excited about Jenna's birthday party, even though he had not been invited to it. Yes, he was considering his options as to which colleges he was looking intoMiddlebury looked promising, he didn't think he had quite the grades for Harvard, but his uncle had been a Dean at Middlebury, and yes, they could all go skiing in the winter up there in some distant holiday.


  The whole time, Jimmy reached into his shaving kit; went over to shave at the mirror, and then applied some kind of lotion to his face. He finished it off with a spritz of the most obnoxious cologne that Owen had ever smelled. While they small-talked it, Owen knew, standing there in the diminishing steam of the changing room, he knew.


  Owen knew just by standing there with Jimmy in the shimmering mist.


  Jimmy had a weakness.


  He began spending time, after that, thinking about that weakness.


  Thinking about how he could get Jenna back.


  



  3


  



  Owen's shift at the Salty Dog began at three and lasted until eleven, six days a week. He emerged sweaty and stinking of grease, because half his job was cleaning out the fryers and grease pits at the end of the night, and when he got off shift in early Julyit was nearly two a.m. -- he went down to the jetty to stare out at the early morning mist of the Sound, smoke some cigarettes, and chill.


  He didn't turn around when he heard the footsteps coming up behind him.


  “Mooncalf.”


  “Hey Jimmy.”


  “Got a cig?”


  “Take one,” Owen tossed a cigarette back.


  “Thanks. I guess you want to be alone.”


  “Didn't know you smoked.”


  “I don't. Not when anyone looks, anyway.”


  “That's nice. Anything else you do when no one's looking?”


  “If I told, you'd know my secrets.”


  “How's Jenna?”


  “She's okay. She fell asleep early. I just needed to wander a little. How's the job?”


  “Good. You can smell it on me. You wander late. It's almost morning.”


  “In Manhattan, I wander at all hours. I like this time of night. You meet all kinds of interesting people. I kind of miss work. I used to work summers in one of my dad's stores. It was fun sometimes.”


  “Seems like more fun to run around the island all summer. Like you two.”


  “It gets old. I take that back. Yeah, it's fun. I guess you want to be left alone.”


  “You guessed right,” Owen said, cricking his neck to the left a bit.


  “Your neck hurt?”


  “It gets stiff. Leaning over a mop half the time. On my knees cleaning out all kinds of shit.”


  “Here,” Jimmy said, and Owen felt hands at the back of his neck, gently massaging. “Better?”


  Owen let him continue. “This fog depresses me.”


  “I think it's peaceful.”


  “You would.”


  “Mooncalf, you hate me, don't you?”


  “Not really.”


  “How does this feel?” Jimmy pressed his thumbs into Owen's shoulders.


  “Oh yeah,” Owen said. “Right there.”
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  Before dawn, he had gone to the pond. He knelt beside it, and reached down among the algae and slimy rocks until he found it.


  He drew the statue up, and set it down on the wet grass.


  “I guess you're just made up,” he said aloud. “I guess I'm just a screwed up guy who made you up. Maybe when I was twelve I was warped. But you're just some cheap souvenir someone lost. No one believes in gods.”


  Still, the itchy thought touched him somewhere between his eyes and scalphe could practically feel the fire crawling on him.


  But if you're not.


  If you're real.


  I'll do what needs to be done.
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  Mrs. M, in her own words:


  



  Here's what I thought of it all: my daughter Jenna had been trouble from the day she was born. She was pretty and plain at the same time, and I say that as a loving mother. She inherited her father's face, not much of mine, although I guess she got my eyes.


  Lucky hermy least favorite feature since my own mother always told me I had sad eyes. When Jenna was four years old, she told me that no man was going to do to her what her Daddy did to me. Definitely wise beyond her years, but just not special enough to handle what life would deliver to her, that's for damn sure.


  It was her trust fund. It made her trouble. Look, there's something that everyone pussyfoots around but no one ever talks about. That's money. Pure and simple.


  Money.


  When a girl has some, she can be elevated to the status of goddess.


  The most ordinaryeven homelycreature can become ravishing with just a portfolio or a trust fund.


  That islandin summeris full of trust fund widows who should by all rights be considered blemishes, but instead are constantly sought out for parties and gatherings and literary events.


  For Jenna, there's always been money. And I've watched it feed her in a way that can't be healthy; but what could I do? She has access to money. Lots of money. Money clothes her. She was ruined because of it, basically.


  She could never learn how to survive. She could never learn how to rely on herself and her own character to get through a difficult or challenging situation. She could always buy her way out of things.


  This isn't true of me. I was raised solidly middle-class. My father had died when I was six, and my mother didn't have too many options, not back then.


  In many ways, I feel for Owen because of this. His life is a lot like mine was as a child. Yes, there was some inheritance later for me, but when you spend most of your childhood wanting things you never really get over it.


  And money becomes a prison, too. When you know what it's like to live without it, and when it's within your grasp, then you know what it's like to not have it.


  So, you cling to it. Pure and simple. You hang on for dear life.


  I suppose people will say things about my marriage to Frank that reflect this, but my marriage is a different kettle of fish. We've got our way of living, and yes, you can assail it all you want, but it works for us nine times out of ten, and those times when it doesn't quite work, well, we have places to go where he can live his life and I can live mine, and the breather is well-needed. On both our parts. I'm not the easiest woman in the world to live with. And he's no saint.


  I sat down with my little girl when she was just learning about sex, and I told her that men have different ways of dealing with love and usually it's through the one part of their body that seems to cause others the most damage.


  “But it's just his body,” I told her.


  She cried over all of this. She cried when she found out her father had another woman. A mistress.


  But you have to cry at first, don't you?


  To get all those little fairy tales out of your head about how life gets lived, about how there are a few good men, how some men don't cheat. And it's not true.


  All men cheat, and all women marry cheaters, and to not look at that square in the face is like not looking at the good side of marriage, too.


  So she cried off and on for a few years, and I held her sometimes; I was cold to her at timesI knew she needed to work this idea out in her mind.


  When she fell in love for the first time, she told me that she was grateful for what she'd had to go through with her father.


  “I don't know why men do what they do,” she told me.


  “If you did, you'd have solved the greatest mystery of life,” I said to her. Or something like that.


  But for my money, she should've avoided that Jimmy McTeague. He was bad news. I know every little deb and sorority girl east of the Mississippi thought he was just the end of the world, but they were such goofy little virgins it was hard to have patience with them.


  Jimmy McTeague is the devil incarnate. I know that's an over-the-top way of putting it. He wasn't evil, but he was cold. I knew a little about his family, and none of it was very good. His father had some bad business deals going, and even if he had all the stores, Frank told me some things that alarmed me.


  With Jimmy, I felt it the first day I met him, which was sometime before summer. Perhaps Easter break?


  She brought him by the house in Greenwich, and the first thing out of his mouth was, “Hello Catherine. I've heard so much about you, I almost feel like we've had an affair.”


  He thought that kind of thing was funny, that off-the-cuff jokiness. Within minutes, he'd given me some nickname, which of course he had to repeat five or ten times to truly annoy me, and within an hour of chatting with him, I knew more about that boy than I cared to know.


  He is dangerous.


  And so yes, I think it all has more to do with Jimmy McTeague than with anybody.


  At her birthday part in late July, he told me that he thought the world was meant to be owned by people like him.


  I believe those were his exact words.


  Yes, he had money.


  Yes, he was extremely good looking for a boy his age. Extremely. Only a fool wouldn't notice that.


  But he had no spirit. What he had was pure badness. He was absolutely pure in his badness.


  I once had a dog like that. Beautiful. Completely bad. Jimmy McTeague's like that. I really began to hate that boy at Jenna's birthday party.


  



  



  Chapter Four


  



  The Birthday Party
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  In the mirror, Owen combed his hair, parting it a bit higher, not to the middle of his forehead, but certainly an inch higher than his usual. He also brushed it back so it rose a bit higher. The summer blond-streaks looked better this way. He rubbed some gel into it, and made sure the part was clean.


  He smiled as naturally as he could. No, that wasn't right. He let his lips pull back slightly. He squinted his eyes the way that Jimmy did. It looked rich to do it. Like the sun was always on his face, even on a cloudy day.


  Then, he rubbed some of his mother ’s lotion on his face. It brought a shine to his cheeks and nose. He wasn't sure if he liked it, but it seemed to be what the rich boys had: that shine.


  Hanging on the bathroom door: the crisp J.Crew shirt, pale blue, the tan chinos.


  He dressed, and then returned to his bedroom to get the gift he'd wrapped that morning.


  “You're not going to that party,” his mother said, glancing at his father. Both sat in the small living room in the dark, the television providing the only source of light. Their faces flickered.


  His father laughed. “Oh, he'll have fun. The kids are really going to mix it up.”


  “Yeah. It'll be fun.”


  “You're not one of them,” his mother said. “You can pretend. You always pretend.”


  Then, she turned to his father, patting his shoulder. “Well?”


  “Leave it alone, Boston,” his father said. “It's the kid's party. You used to go to parties.”


  “What's that you've got there?” his mother asked. She got up from the couch, setting her beer down on the coffee table. His father reached over, turning on the standing lamp. Light came up. His mother looked gray despite the fact that she colored her hair. Even her skin seemed gray. His father looked like a wisp of smoke. It was all Owen could do to keep them from vanishing within the room.


  Owen looked down at the box in his hands.


  “It's her birthday.”


  “You bought her something?” his mother asked, a grin spreading like blood on her face.


  He could imagine her dead, her skull cracked open like an egg.


  “You bought the Montgomery girl something? Working for tips at the Salty Dog and you bought the richest girl in the world something?” She shook her head gently. “Owen, you're always trying to impress someone with what you don't have.” She said this sweetly.


  He almost felt bad for what he'd done. He almost felt bad for what he'd stolen from his mother to put in the box.


  He almost felt bad for what he was giving Jenna.


  Almost.
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  The party was in full swing by ten at night--every Nancy, every Skip, every Jess and Sloan--all were there, poolside.


  The great curtains were drawn back, and the glass doors had been removed for the party. White tents had been erected along the yard; lanterns of every conceivable hue strung along the walkway to the Montgomery place and balloons flew with some regularity from the backyard. The smell of cigarettes and perfume and gin and beer and money were there, too.


  Watching it, you'd have seen nearly fifty teenagers dancing, laughing, shouting, a tall blond girl with flowing hair and limbs soaked from having been thrown into the swimming pool, the fat drunk frat boy vomiting over by the birdbath, half-a-dozen homely young women shining under the spotlight of boy's gazesfor lust and money and breeding and privilege all attract beyond mere looks.


  The Sound sparkled with moonlight, and summer was at its peak, the sun had only just gone down an hour before, and the smell of salt sea air mingled with the foam of mermaids'souls, lost from true love.


  All these things Owen thought.
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  “Did you see Jimmy at the nationals? God, I hear he's going to be at Wimbledon someday. Soon.”


  “If he's at Harvard”


  “When he's at Harvard, I'm going to call him Jimmy McTeague of the Ivy League. Isn't that cute?”


  “I think what's cute is his father. Have you ever met him?”


  “Well, I've been in the store.”


  “Sports superstores never interested me. It seems crass to sell that kind of thing.”


  “I read in Forbes that his dad is worth several billion.”


  “Dead or alive?”


  “Dead; then Jimmy's worth that.”


  “Jimmy McTeague is shallow. He is. He's not smart either,” one deb said, her party dress ruined because someone spilled a Bloody Mary down the front. “He's pretty but he's dumb. And my uncle went to Yale with his father, and let me tell you, that man was nearly kicked out for cheating and once that kind of thing happens, you never know.”


  Owen stood back, beyond the lights that had been set up along the tents and watched them all.


  The small gift in its box, in his trembling hands.


  “Smooth. Just be smooth,” he whispered to himself. He wanted to make sure Jenna saw the gift. Saw what it meant.
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  Jimmy McTeague held onto a bourbon and water as if for dear life, and laughed with his jock friends, and eyed the other girls, and he thanked Mrs. Montgomery for the excellent whiskey.


  “People who have whiskey like this should own the world,” and even when he said it, he didn't know what it meant; and when he saw Owen standing just at the edge of the party, he raised his glass and shouted, “Yo, Mooncalf, get your ass over here!”
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  Jenna Montgomery, in her own words:


  



  Here are things I've read somewhere or heard about and I really believe: The happiest of people don't necessarily have the best of everything; they just make the most of everything that comes their way. Happiness only happens for those who cry and those who hurt, for only then can they appreciate the importance of people who touch their lives.


  Okay, before you think I'm just some rich bitch who gets sentimental and gooey over greeting cards and romance novels, the reason I think about those things is because when you are beautiful and you have money, it's those simple things you have to remember.


  And I was pretty happy for the most part, right up until summer.


  This probably began because Daddy didn't want me to open Montgomery Hill on Memorial Day like we always did. Mom was already up there, a week or two early and I'd only just come home from finals.


  I have always gone to Outerbridge Island since I was about four, and I never miss a summer there. It's what I look forward to after a tough year in school, and since I would turn eighteen over the summer and I had just finished schoolbut I'd be entering Sarah Lawrence in SeptemberI really wanted to enjoy what time I had left to just be a kid.


  Daddy was in one of his moods, though, and I suspect that woman he knows was part of it. Mom told me all about that woman when she gave me the speech about sex and life and marriage when I was fourteen.


  “Men have problems with their bodies,” she said, looking only a little embarrassed. “They all cheat. It's just something we put up with if we can. It's nothing about love. Don't even think that. It's just their biology. They have their good sides and their bad sides. And there are plenty of bad women, too,” she added. “Like that woman.”


  That woman lived in Brooklyn, in a brownstone that my father had bought for her in the 1970s. I took the subway out to it once, and stood on the steps in front, looking through the windows. That woman had a nice chandelier and some paintings on the walls but it was a fairly plain house in Park Slope. I sort of think I saw a little of her, too, walking up the street. She wasn't even pretty, which was sort of what amazed me. She wasn't like my mother. She was tall, with big feet, and red hair that needed some kind of style. Her face was nothing like my mothers, nothing like the women I knew, she looked Irish, I guess, she looked sort of round and plain.


  I don't really know if it was that woman I saw, but I suspect it was.


  So, just after high school graduation, I was all ready to go to the island, but Daddy was just moody and told me that I needed to stay because of Jimmy, who was supposed to have been in town.


  All right, Jimmy McTeague.


  He's a tennis player who goes to Wimbledon every year, he's practically a National champion, and his father owns McTeague Sports, the chain, although I never understand why they don't have stores in Manhattan.


  I met Jimmy when he was at Exeter, at some dance, and I was just thinking he was cute. Marnie called him the Leech for some reason which I didn't quite understand, but I knew there was something interesting about him. He lived a different life than me, and I never really saw myself with that kind of Midwestern jock-type. He was always sweating, too, which I guess goes with the whole athletic thing, but not something that's pleasant to be around an hour after a match.


  Still, by the time I was seventeen, I really liked Jimmy. And no, I had no thoughts of marriage or anything like that. We hadn't actually even been intimate or anything, just held hands a lot and went to dances and out to dinner.


  When I debuted, Jimmy shared the drudgery of that awful debutante season by being my escort; when I was really pissed off over not getting into Columbia, Jimmy actually flew in from the West Coastwhere he had some important tennis matchand took me out to dinner. Then, the night after I would normally go to the island, Jimmy told me we could sail there in this little boat he kept in Greenwich at the club. And that first night on the boat, I became a woman. We drank too many glasses of Chardonnay, and one thing led to another.


  Jimmy was never very aggressive in bed. He was kind of shy that way. So I pretty much had to seduce him, but once we both closed our eyes and let our bodies take over, we knew how to make love.


  And it really was love. It really was. I felt it.


  We spent that first night on the boat. We got into the harbor at about twelve or one in the morning and just slept together in the little bed. He snored sweetly. Not a hacking or sawing snore, but like a puppy dreaming. He did say something funny to me in the morning, something that struck me as odd, something about how maybe now we could think about the future more now that we'd mated. I laughed at him and he looked a little angry when I laughed.


  All right, I knew that maybe there would be trouble with Owen when I saw him on the jetty when we got off the boat the next morning. He looked like he'd been waiting there all night.


  Like he'd been watching us.


  The little turd.


  He really was.


  I care a lot for him, of course. We've known each other since we were both kids. He's the son of the gardener. His mother sometimes helps out with parties and laundry and other things.


  He's cute, which helps, too, because although I have nothing against boys that aren't very good looking, there's something about a good looking one that just makes you want him around all the time.


  So I'm barely dressed, some tacky beach towel around me basically, and there's Owen at the shore seeing both of us coming up from the boat and the first thing he says to me is, “What happened?”


  I felt all nervous and even giggly like I needed a cigarette. I told him I didn't want to see my mother for a day or two.


  And then Jimmy just took over, like he always does. He has this way with guyshe always gets them on his side. Jimmy gave him a nickname and acted like Owen was Jimmy's kid brother and they just seemed to get along fine. It was like they'd known each other all their lives, in about five minutes. Owen seemed to like all the ribbing and you know that sort of adolescent boy-talk they do. You know that. That way boys have of getting together and sort of sparring, and talking, and noticing each other's hair, or how one of them is sad, and they either peck it to death or get all brotherly. I saw it with Jimmy and his best friends at Exeter, too. The way they played like puppies. That's just what it was likelike watching two golden retrievers wrestle over a bone.


  I didn't see Owen much during June. I guess he got the job down in town. Sometimes I saw him when we went to the Salty Dog, but he never waited on our table. Jimmy was virtually attached at the hip with me, which can get annoying no matter how much you care for a guy. I used to try and lose him in the mornings, after he'd go off to play his beloved tennis with one of the local pros or with my mother. My mother is excellent at sports, which are pretty much not my thing. I like golf a little, and sometimes I like to swim, but the whole girl-jock thing is beyond me.


  So Jimmy would slip out of bed, and I'd just get dressed and go down to visit Marci and Elaine, and Elaine's brother, Cooper, down island.


  Sometimes we'd take whole afternoons just having brunch, or wandering the Cove by Big Salt Pond. Jimmy would get all pissed off at me. He was a little jealous. Well, a little more than jealous.


  He thought that since he was the first guy I'd slept with that he somehow should've had more ownership of me. Or maybe I should've been more attached to him. I mean, I was attached. And he was, technically, the first guy I'd slept with, although I let Ricky Hofstedter press his fingers up there sophomore year, and then there was that time that I got drunk at Hollis Ownby's party and wound up making out with Harvey Somebody (he was a Somebody. I just can't remember his last name) until I woke up with a hangover and a major pain down there and I hoped it hadn't gone too far beyond basic, you know, petting.


  But Jimmy had all these needs, and some days, particularly in June and early July, I just wanted to chill and hang out with some friends without worrying about whether I was paying attention to Jimmy and all his issues.


  I didn't think of Owen much except sometimes I remember how fun he was when I was younger and exploring the beaches, or how I'd take him out in one of my dad's small boats, and he'd tell me all about his plans. How he was going to slowly start investing in stocks. I'd ask him how? And he'd look at me funny, and laugh. Then, he'd tell me how his mother's father had been well-off and then when Owen turned 21, he'd come into a trust fund.


  I knew he was lying, but I sort of liked his lies. They made the days go by. Sometimes the summer seemed short when I was around him, and by the time I got back to school in the fall, I felt renewed. I owed a lot of that to Owen.


  But this summer, I've been distant from everybody. Part of it is Jimmy. And yes, it's sexual, I guess. But since I'm paying you by the hour, I'd guess that you're okay with me telling you, right?


  Well, Jimmy seems to not be all that aggressive in bed anymore. I know that must sound weird since I'm not terribly experienced in that arena, either, but I've watched movies, I've read books, and I talk with my girlfriends about this stuff. This isn't like twenty years ago when no one ever talked about sex. My friends all say their boyfriends seem to put the moves on them constantly.


  With Jimmy, I have to literally reach down and grab him. And then, he just sort of you know touches me here and there and then hewell you knowand then it's over and sort of unpleasant even though it's not ghastly or anything. It's just not what I expected.


  And then there was that fiasco with my birthday party. Christ, it was embarrassing. Mind if I light up? I'm hungry for nicotine at the moment. Ravening.


  Ah, that's better. I know everyone has to give up smoking at some point in their lives, but how nice to not have to give it up just yet.


  So, the 17thwas my big party, and I didn't even want Owen therehe didn't fit in with Jimmy's friends, and many of my friends found him a little cold.


  Plus, there was the whole problem of his mother, who's a force to be reckoned with. She's always looking at me like I'm the Whore of Babylon. She was helping us set up the party, and she kept giving me that look.


  You know that look.


  That mother look.


  But Owen showed, and frankly, I was happy to see him. It was sort of a relief since I'd barely seen him all summer. Well, I saw him when he went swimming. In our pool of course. In our pool.


  I called him Leech (funny that he and Jimmy both have been called that, huh?) when he wasn't around because he really is such a leech. I mean it in a funny nice way, not some awful way. I once slipped off a rock into one of the little ponds on the property, and my legs were covered with leeches. They don't hurt. You'd be surprised at that, wouldn't you? You'd think that something that sucks your blood would hurt, but they don't. It's just the fact that they're there that makes them bothersome.


  So it was my little joke: calling Owen Leech. I care a lot for Owen, actually. We grew up together practically. My island boy. My father laughs whenever I call Owen Leech behind his back, but my mother, well, she doesn't understand that kind of humor. That ironic kind of humor. I mean it as an affectionate term.


  Sort of like the way Jimmy calls him Mooncalf. It's a name. I guess it distances me from him or something. But it does get annoying when someone is always borrowing things or using your things or assuming things just because his father works in the garden. I like them. They're like family. I feel a lot for Owen, but really, he should've gotten over that Leech thing years ago.


  I can hear my mother's voice in my head: that's cruel, Jenna. I know. I know. I get accused of cruelty all the time. Not physical cruelty. My mother means it's cruel to fault poor people with using our things.


  My mother has this thing for him. Well, for all young men. She won't acknowledge it, and she thinks Daddy's the bad one, but I know she likes the boys who hang around me. And no, I'm not jealous of her. Why should I be? She's old. Her time has come and gone. My time is only just beginning.


  Anyway, eighteen-year-old boys do not want forty-year-old women. It's embarrassing, really. Even at the party, Mom is sauntering around in that green getup she has that looks too glitzy for the island. We all go casual here, so she looked too much like Ginger on Gilligan's Islandtoo done up. Too too, as Missy Capshaw says. She's too too.


  Missy came down from the Vineyard, and Shottsy had his cousin Alec with him, and pretty much the whole gang was there, except for the Faulkners who all went to Maine for the summer. I guess a bunch of my friends came, and then six or seven of Jimmy's, and then Owen with his shirt that was so new it still had the wrinkles from the cardboard box, and Shottsy made a big point of letting everyone know that part of the plastic collar liner was still under the collar. Owen brought me this nice little gift, I mean that in an ironical way, and that's really the issue here.


  But I was having some margaritas and just getting sort of high, and Marnie was regaling me with that story again, the one about her brother's professor and how him and two female students had gone off to Fenwick together and then got caught in the worst way, the very worst way possible.


  And I saw what Owen was doing.


  I saw that he had already cast a spell. Some kind of spell. Just like a witch.


  Over Jimmy.


  I saw Jimmy put his hand in Owen's hair, and I saw how they laughed, and I know it must seem irrational and paranoid, but the first thing I thought was:


  That bastard is trying to steal my boyfriend.


  You can imagine how I felt. I mean, I thought it was ludicrous. It wasn't like Skippy Marshall and that Donovan character from Harrowthey were both homosexual, and we all had known it since they got into the drama club and developed the perfect butts in the workout room doing squats.


  This was different. I thought it was absolutely ludicrous. But I grew livid as I watched them. Absolutely livid. Really, from the corner of my eye.


  I was working on my third or fourth margarita, and Missy kept talking and Alec kept eyeing my breasts like he always did, and I had my little circle, but they knew something was up, too. They knew that Jimmy was not fawning on me, and I didn't really enjoy that. Frankly. I suppose if I had not been drinking, I wouldn't have caused a scene. But I kept my eye on the two of them, and I saw the touches.


  Yes, that's right. Queerish little touches. Not the kind that boys do. Not normally.


  Owen touched Jimmy's elbow, and Jimmy looked at Owen's hand. And they laughed, and whenever one of them could, he took his fist and gently patted the other on the chest.


  Like old chums, yes, maybe. Certainly that's what I'd like to believe, but in fact, I saw Jimmy show him more genuine attention, not that needy attention he shows me, but the kind of attention every girl wants but never gets from a boy.


  That adoration kind of attention.


  And Owen was milking it. I know he was.


  I asked Marnie later on. She said I was imagining things, that Jimmy had been bedding girls since eighth grade, that it was just that boy thing. That's what she said, “That prep school boy thing where they get together and they touch each other and they tell dirty jokes and they check each other out. It's because they both want you. They need to check out the competition."


  But I don't know. I stood there, feeling embarrassed and humiliated, and at my party.


  At my own party.


  Finally I couldn't stand it.


  Jimmy leaned forward and whispered something to him. It was like slow motion. I can remember it now like it's still in front of my face.


  I saw his lips move as he whispered, and I saw Owen lean into him, and Jimmy's hand was on Owen's shoulder, and maybe I was hallucinating or maybe I saw what I saw, but I think Jimmy McTeague placed the barest whisper of a kiss on Owen's ear, at my party, with me watching, with me having to bear witness to it.


  God, it's so gothic. It's so…Fire Island.


  It really hit me hard. I began crying, without knowing I was doing it, weeping, just standing there, and Alec took my hand and said, “Aw, princess, what's up?”


  I shook myself free of that crowd, and I walked right over to those two horrible boys, that horrible Jimmy McTeague and I whispered, “If you embarrass me here, I will destroy you.”


  And then, of course, I had to go back to my party. I had to. I had an obligation to my friends. I was not going to let the boy who had been sleeping with me for nearly two months humiliate me in front of my friends.


  It wasn't until the next morning that I opened the gift that Owen had given me, and that's pretty much why I freaked out, with my usual panache.


  I didn't want to see Owen again.


  Ever.


  But I knew that Jimmy would still be mine, no matter what we both went through to be together.


  After all, remember these things: The happiest of people don't necessarily have the best of everything; they just make the most of everything that comes along their way. When I think of all I've had to deal with, particularly with Jimmy, these sentimental thoughts bring me comfort. Even if they're off some greeting card somewhere.


  Oh yeah, what Owen gave me for my birthday.


  It was a gun. A crap-ass gun at that. It was tiny. It had some pearly kind of handle, and the safety looked like it had rusted out, and I couldn't get the little clippy thingy off if I tried.


  I thought it was a joke at first, but I guess not. It looks like something that you'd buy from some little old lady in Brooklyn, some little old lady with a thousand cats and one of those old fox furs who chainsmokes and lives in a studio she's had since the 1950s. Still, it was a gun, and I have to admit, it was the creepiest thing he could've given me.


  He scares me a little. I mean, what kind of psycho gift is that?


  



  



  Chapter Five


  



  After the Party
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  Jimmy grabbed Owen's elbow, laughing, the smell of beer and tequila mixed in the air.


  Owen giggled, too, and said, “Let's go to the jetty. It's beautiful there. You can see the north star.”


  “You know the north star?”


  “Yeah. I know all the stars. I'm an islander. I know the dippers and Scorpio, too.”


  “You're a Mooncalf,” Jimmy said, his grin big and goofy and not the controlled jock he'd once seemed. “God I wish I knew the stars like you. I want to justjustlook at the stars and know which ones they are, and where the earth is in relation to them.”


  The party spun around them, and Owen had a vague sense that Jenna's eyes floated around his every move.


  She'll understand, he thought.


  Someday, she'll understand.


  “She's a bitch,” Jimmy whispered, as if reading his thoughts. “She and her friends and half these people here. All these quote unquote friends of mine, of ours, who are they? Damn it, who are they? And Jenna. Christ. Jenna.”


  “No, she's cool,” Owen said. “Let's go down to the jetty.”


  “God yeah, show me the stars,” Jimmy said, and he kept saying it over and over again as they stumbled their way down the path along the bluffs, and every now and then Owen stopped and let Jimmy take his hand.


  Jimmy's hand was warm, and above them, the sounds of the party spun, and the smell of pine and sea mingled.


  The moon cut a path for them all the way to the jetty.


  By the time they got there, Jimmy had already grabbed Owen hard and pulled him close to him until their chests pressed together, their thighs met, and he pressed his lips to Owen's mouth.
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  Voices in the dark:


  



  “It's all right, I know you. I know what we both want.”


  “Shut up. Just shut up.”


  “Come here. Come here. Let me help you. It's all right. It feels good.”


  “No, not like this. No.”


  “I've been so lonely.”


  “Oh.”


  “Wanting this.”


  “Oh.”


  “Since the first time I saw you.”


  “Oh.”


  “Does this feel good?”


  “Ah.”


  “Will you let me take you?”


  “Oh.”


  “Ask me.”


  “Oh.”


  “Ask me.”


  “Owen, take me? Owen? Take me.”
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  Owen takes control.


  



  I had found my way to Jenna. It wasn't much different than kissing a girl, and once I allowed Jimmy to feel as if he had seduced me, that I was the unwilling partner, it was easy to hold his attention.


  He told me to close my eyes and pretend he was a girl, to just let him do things to me, to just keep the image of a beautiful girl in my mind while he did things.


  Jenna was the only face I saw.


  I knew that once I had Jimmy McTeague of the Ivy League in my arms, once I had pressed myself into him, owned him, dominated him, that Jenna would be mine.


  I look at the boy that I was then: Owen Crites. Mooncalf. He mounts the rich boy and he drives his point home.


  And no, I'm not gay.


  I got no thrill from what I did to Jimmy McTeague, how I made him feel tenderness and acceptance and release that night.


  It felt less like sex to me than stabbing someone over and over while they curl around you.


  How I caressed him as no one ever had, to the point that he wept against my chest. It was purely because I thought of Jenna. My love for her.


  Love is purity.


  My next decision, as I lay there with that puppy whispering his soul into my ear, was just how I was going to murder him.


  



  



  



  Part Two: The Last of Summer


  



  



  Chapter Six


  



  Jimmy McTeague Keeps a Diary
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Dear Diary as they say:


  



  1. Need to train better. Work on backswing, damn it. Wake up an hour earlier every morning. Run two miles. Then practice. Then row.


  2. July was a waste. Feeling like I'm getting lazy. More strength training. Check out the sucky gym in town.


  3. Jenna's a bitch. She thinks she knows. She doesn't know. She'll never really know.


  4. Need to get back with Jenna. Need to figure this out.


  5. I can't resist him. It's awful what we're doing. But I know I can stop. I know if I just stick with the program I can stop. I think he's evil.


  6. What we did was wrong. I know that. What Jenna and I can build is right.


  7. Call the Padre and Madre for more money.


  8. Become a better person. Quit all the lying. Lying is bad. There's no reason. If you feel the way you feel, let it all out. Don't keep holding it in. Doesn't matter what dad thinks. Doesn't matter if you know what you need from life. You can let it out. Other people do. Other people need those things, too.


  9. Maybe it's not real. Maybe it's just sex. Maybe I shouldn't let it happen. But now all I think about is him.


  10. Jenna and Mooncalf.


  11. Mooncalf.


  12. He told me something really smart. Just shows that you don't need all these prep schools and universities to be smart. He said, “Love is purity.” It is so true. It's something I couldn't say out loud. But it's so true. But there's more to life than love. You can't survive on love. You can't have the important things in life just because of love. No one pays for three houses and European vacations and clothes from Italy and Rolls Royces with love.
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  My name's Jimmy McTeague. It's safe to assume you know that because you are me sitting here reading my diary. Since after all no one else is going to read this if I can help it.


  It's also probably safe to assume that you'll burn these pages someday to make sure no one else reads them. But for now, writing it down seems right. My favorite movie is probably still the Little Mermaid which I saw when I was nine years old and I still watch it on DVD once a year at least. Why? Because it was about sacrifice for what you wanted. I've always sort of believed in that. My dad doesn't understand why I watch a cartoon to inspire me. Sometimes I watch it before a match because it gets me going. I don't see why being smart and grown up has anything to do with abandoning the things you believed in when you were a kid.


  I've wanted to keep a diary since I was about nine, about the same time as I saw that movie, but I didn't start til I was 12, and then I threw it all out, so after another brief attempt at sixteen, I've decided now that I'm about to enter Harvard, it's time for me to keep one. I'm not only about tennis, anyway. I get tired of that dumb jock image. My SATs were through the roof. I get good grades and am totally wrapped up in Medieval History, which I figure I might pursue even after I graduate. If I graduate. If I make it through. If all the bad things that I've found out about don't happen in the meantime and it all ends.


  This part of the diary is about my summer. Jenna and I were having a great year together, although I wasn't always there for her, I suppose, because of the matches I had in England and out in California, and then she spent Spring Break in Aruba, so that last week in May was really our first full week together, which is why I took the Karenina out of the yacht club and we sailed lazily up and down the coast for a few days. I was so pissed off at Dad over a lot of things. First and foremost was the talk he gave me, about how I needed to uphold the family and how I needed to look at life differently, not as a kid but as someone who had responsibilities and wanted to live a certain way with certain kinds of people.


  I didn't forget about Chip, but I guess that's one of those things I have to put aside. My dad says so anyway.


  Chip was really aggressive anyway, and the time we spent together wasn't really very meaningful because the whole time I kept thinking to myself: where will this go? Two guys can't marry. I'll lose everything.


  And Chip was all about loins, anyway.


  I shouldn't even write about it here. What if someone finds out? I'm not really gay anyway, I just get in these situations. I suppose I fall in love with people.


  Chip turned out bad anyway. All that mess about fighting and arguing and him claiming I broke his arm when I didn't break it and if he fell it was his fault anyway for standing in my way and not letting me pass. He did that sort of blackmail thing too, but I showed him that I wasn't going to put up with that kind of shit.


  I fell for Jenna pretty hard.


  I mean, who wouldn't?


  She's gorgeous and full of life and her brain is just amazing.


  And the money. To pretend it's not there is like not noticing her bra size.


  All the guys seem to want her, and I really had to fight off that bulldog from Choate with the Ferrari, but it wasn't too hard to dazzle her on the courts. She's a big fan of tennis, which helps, and that night we went for a walk back in the city really turned things around for me.


  I mean, we were walking down Fifth Avenue, and she was talking about what she wanted from life, all the wonderful things, to see the world and experience the best of everything, and how her trust fund was huge and she intended to always have the life her parents had, and my mind was turning a hundred little things around. I was walking with her under cloudy skies, and I was thinking about how this was right.


  Being with Chip was wrong because it was based on that one thing, that physical thing, and I thought, all right, I know where this will go with Jenna. We'll marry, we'll have children, we'll build something really solid.


  She has all this family land and properties and I'm really good at handling investments, so we'll be perfect together. And she wants kids really badly. So badly that she told me she wasn't even all that interested in college, and she wanted to just get out from under her parents and be on her own and make her own life.


  She has millions from her grandmother, and it's earning more millions every year, she said, so why should she have to go through college? She wanted to do some magazine work, one of those Conde Nast magazines, and her family has huge pull in that area, and she was smart enough.


  It hardly bears comparison with a night spent on a dirty mattress in the back of some studio apartment in Chelsea with Chip, who fell on hard times after prep school.


  That sleaziness he had, like an air, like marijuana smoke in the back of a busthat's what his place was like. He was slumming, he was degrading himself. His parents had cut him off, and he was willing to live like that. Hardly any furniture, a job that barely paid him per month what a reasonable man can live on. And still, he was willing to live like that for the sake of the feeling in his organ.


  I am never going to let that happen to me. I am never going to let people know how I am on the inside if I can help it. I got so mad at Chip I guess I ended up roughing him up a little, but he kept trying to ruin things, and I just won't let anyone do that. My dad is ruining things as it is, and pretty soon other people are going to know how he's ruining things, and I do not intend to be in that spot with him.


  I remember clasping Jenna's hand, and listening to her optimistically go on about the life she intended for herself. So I knew that if I just kept my eyes on her, it would all go in the right direction. When we made love for the first time, it even felt right. She was overheated on the inside, it was like lava or something, it felt so natural.


  I thought it would all turn out all right up until I met Mooncalf. I tried to fight it, too. I looked at him and tried. I tried not to look at his body. So well developed. The way he spoke, almost sullenly.


  I didn't want him then, but I knew he had it in him to take me over. And I suppose he has.


  There's even a dangerousness to him I enjoy. I find myself looking over Jenna's shoulder, when we're at the beach, or bicycling, hoping he's there, just out of reach.


  And then, the party. It was like waking up for the first time. It was like knowing that I'd been telling myself lies for years. That I'd been foolish and wrong. Now, all I think about is Mooncalf and I wish we were in a different world, not one of secrets and half-truths, but one where we could just be together. I know he feels the same.


  I'm sleeping pretty much on the boat now. I can't stay with Jenna.


  Not in her room.


  And her dad gives me those looks, which aren't pleasant, either. Jenna's been cold. Can't blame her.


  I know somehow it will all turn out okay. I know it will because I know life is not meant to be bad, and it's not meant to be confusing, and if we can all just get through this summer, it'll somehow work out because life is supposed to work out.


  Sometimes, I get so lonely I want to just hold Jenna.


  As a friend. I want to see Mooncalf again, but he's been avoiding me since the party. I've had two weeks now, seeing Jenna and her family, playing a little golf, some tennis, taking the boat out when I can. Jenna's been good about this even if she's turned icy. She seems to handle my silences well. She really is a friend. I'm glad we can be this close and that she can be so understanding. Most of the time, she seems to act as if the night of her party never happened, that I didn't go off with him.


  She won't really understand what it means, anyway. She'll think she'll know, but I'll let her know it was nothing.


  I'll get her thinking about us again, which is what she really wants, anyway.


  



  



  Chapter Seven


  



  The Hurricane Approaches
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  There he is again: I see him. That boy Owen. He's been running down on the beach; swimming too much for his own good; working on his oxygen intake because breathing is the key; and he's felt a strength grow within him to match his body's power.
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  The weeks after the party went in a blur of moments and flashes in his brainthe sky clouded and then became unbearably sunny, the humidity soared and then dropped and then soared again; a tropical storm to the south had been upgraded to a hurricane but it would not strike so far north as Outerbridge; once, in the dead of night, Owen lay in bed convinced he'd heard a gun go off somewhere on the island.


  August was like that sometimes.
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  “Owen. Why?”


  “Why what?” he asked, shielding his eyes from the sun. Jenna had emerged from the deck all wrapped in a big yellow towel; to him it was as magnificent as a summer dress. The smell of the pool was intoxicating. He had just finished his morning laps and felt clean and strong. Chlorine stank on his skin.


  He looked up at her. He wanted to kiss her. He wanted to touch her. They stood so close.


  “Why the gun?”


  “It's just a pistol. It's an antique.”


  “Why?”


  “I thought you'd want it. I thought you'd like it.”


  “I'm not a fan of guns.”


  “No one is. But it has that inlay. It's mother of pearl. It seems feminine.”


  “You must be out of your mind. To give me that as a gift. On my birthday.”


  “It was my grandfather's.”


  “Well, I'm giving it back. God, I don't want it in the house, let alone in my hand.”


  “You need protection.”


  “From what?”


  “Jimmy,” Owen said. He sucked a breath in briefly. It was time to let it begin.


  He felt a curious shiver sweep through his body, as if he were on the verge of some delightful pleasure.


  “He told me…”


  “Told you what? What did he say? Was it about me?”


  He wanted to make sure that she was completely focused on him. On his lips as he spoke. “No, it's nothing. I just think you should keep the gun.”


  “No, he said something,” she nearly snarled. “Tell me.”


  “I'm sure he didn't mean it,” Owen said.


  “It made you think I needed a gun?” Her face went blank. She looked down at her feet for a moment. Then, she glanced up and looked him in the eye. “What's been going on between you two?”


  “Nothing,” Owen whispered.


  “Owen, what's going on?” she said.


  He looked at her and said, “Jenna, I want you to be safe. That's all. Look, I know you don't care for me, and that's fine. I can't make you like me. And I know I can't make you…care for me…in a way I happen to care for you. No one is magician enough for that. I've thought about you since we were both little kids. I've always considered you someone special.”


  “What?” she asked in a voice that was barely more than mouse squeak.


  “I know that you'll go on to some really great college and you'll meet lots of guys like Jimmy and you'll come back to the island during the summer and be friendly with me but you'll see me as the island townie who paints houses for a living, or maybe works on boats. And you'll have a different life.”


  “What is this all getting to” Jenna gasped, and then her eyes lit up. “You lost the island accent. You talk like one of us now.”


  She said it as if it was one of the most dreadful things imaginable.


  As if the “one of us” was the worst thing that could happen.


  “That isn't true,” Owen said. Then, he glanced away from her, at the house and the beginnings of the roses his father so lovingly tended. “Look, I know I'm nothing to you. Just consider the gun some kind of protection. He's dangerous.”


  He walked away from her, his body barely dry from the swimming pool.


  She called after him, but he didn't turn.


  He walked from the pool to the back lawn, and disappeared down the path.
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  Another morning, he helped Mr. M with his golf clubs and luggage, driving the truck up from the ferry. Mr. M had almost missed the summer on the island.


  “Business takes a man over,” he told Owen on the way up the hill to the house. He was the biggest man Owen had ever seenlike a bear, but slick, too, and shiny. He had on dark glasses and a rumpled blue oxford cloth shirt; his skin was like pink snow.


  When Owen got to the door with the last of the bags, Mrs. M (he had to start thinking of her as Cathy if he was going to ever grow up) kissed her husband lightly on the nose.


  “How's the summer?”


  “Quiet,” Mrs. M said.


  “Where's that boy?”


  “Which?”


  “McTeague,” Mr. M said.


  “I think it's over. She's gone to Dr. Vaughan three times in two weeks. That's a record for her,” Mrs. M said, and then turned to Owen. “Sweetie, can you go grab the mail?”


  Owen nodded, feeling far too obedient, feeling his heart beating too fast, feeling too much within his frame, as if his muscles were about to twist and untangle and he was afraid for a moment that he had not heard what he thought he'd heard.
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  Owen sat by the koi pond, absorbing the last of an afternoon sun on one of his days offthe weather had gone back and forth, between brief bouts of showers and then sudden sunbursts. He was about to reach for Dagon beneath the placid green water, when he noticed a shadow reflection move across the water.


  He didn't turn, but knew that Jimmy had come up behind him.


  “Aren't you ever going to talk to me again?”


  Owen shrugged.


  “I thought…I thought we could…we could at least be friends,” Jimmy said. “I think about you. All the time.”


  “Don't come here again,” Owen measured his words carefully.


  The shadow withdrew, and Owen had the sun again.


  



  6


  



  Owen lay back in the grass and closed his eyes to the sun. As the violet darkness of his inner mind grew, he began to see the shadow sea of Dagon's realm. From the dusky waves, a form emerged, a magnificent sea god, its eyes round and without mind, like those of a shark, its body slick as oil with thousands of fins sprouting along its back; and as it grew, Owen knew what the god asked of him.
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  “I said peel the potatoes,” his mother said, but he could see the look in her eyes. She wouldn't look directly at him. His mother was afraid of him. A little. Just a little fear.


  That was good.


  “Don't use that tone of voice with me,” Owen said almost politely, as he lifted the first potato and brought it to the small sharp knife.


  “Something's missing in the house,” she said, but his mother had begun saying strange things the past few weekssentences that didn't go together, phrases that meant something only in her mind.


  “You probably misplaced whatever it is,” he told her almost non-chalantly. “You've always been like that, haven't you?”
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  When storms come to Outerbridge, they usually have lost most of their power, they usually have been downgraded from hurricanes by the time they hit Bermuda to tropical storms when they reach Long Island, and by the time they make it past Block Island and start heading to the Avalons, it's usually high winds and warm rains but not much damage. The islanders who are over sixty remember the storm of '53 that “took the hats off houses,” as they said, and generally made a mess of the summer homes.


  The storm that arrived the last week of August was not a terror, nor did it threaten to take the hats off houses. It was a warm palace of rain and wind and it changed the geometry of the island with its shifts and movements.


  The sky became a hardened gray, and the rain was constant, and the koi pond overflowed. Owen ran outside with his father, newspapers curled over their heads, to try and save the fish as they flip-flopped along the mud and grass, their patchwork colors seeming to melt beneath the downpour.
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  Owen was on his way to work, using his father's truck to get to the Salty Dog, when he saw the figure standing in the pouring rain of afternoon down by the docks. Owen pulled the truck to the edge of the road and parked. He got out in the rain, opening his dark umbrella. The smell of fish was overpoweringit was a stink he was used to, but with the storm it was worse.


  Jimmy looked otherworldly: he wore a shiny parka, and his face was pale beneath it. He nearly galloped over to Owen, and reached out to touch him on the shoulder, but Owen pulled back.


  Owen slammed the truck door shut.


  “I'm going to work,” Owen said.


  “Mooncalf?”


  “Leave me alone.”


  “I thought you”


  “You thought wrong.”


  “I've been waiting for you. At the boat. Every night, I watch you leave the restaurant and walk home. Every night I wish you'd come to me.”


  “You disgust me.”


  “Stop it. I know that's not true.” Jimmy's shoulders began heaving.


  The sound of the rain became thunderous and sheets and blocks of it seemed to dump right down around them.


  “God. God!” Jimmy cried out, his arms going up to the sky like some clown, like some revival preacher clown; the rain pouring against his face. A thunderclap hid the sound of his bleating. “If only you knew! If only you could grow up inside me! Knowing how I've been pushed and pulled, first my father forcing me into tennis and basketball and soccer since I was six years old, the camps I've gone to every summer, and these schools I go to, and what it all means when inside…inside Owen… you know something about yourself that's like a doorway into a different world. Something that's like…I don't know…like a doorway out of this torture place and into this garden.


  "When I was nine I had this garden that I helped create. It had vegetables and flowers in it, nothing pretty and nothing special, but it was mine. My dad dug it up in the middle of the night. He dug it up and told me that no son of his was going to be a goddamn gardener.


  "That's what this feels like. Like someone is trying to dig up the garden I need to grow. And you know you need to go to that garden but every single human being from your mother to your father to your coaches to your teachers to your friends to even strangersevery single human beingwants you to keep away from the one garden where you know you can just help things grow and where you'll feel calm for once in your life…where you will feel that what you have known inside your body, inside your heart, inside your mind, is the way God and nature and whatever it is that moves things within any human beingmeant for you to be.”


  Owen gasped when Jimmy finished.


  “Jim, Christ, I know,” Owen said, feeling as if he'd rehearsed the lines. He attempted a feeble smile. Part of him felt removed within his body. He was watching himselfOwenreact, seem gentle, seem kind. “It's just like that.”


  Then, he looked around at the tourists coming off the ferry, their black and clear and red and green umbrellas all blossoming above their heads, and there, beyond the Crab Shack were six of the island guys he'd grown up with; and when he looked through the thick rain, he saw other people he had known all his life.


  “Look, we can't do this here,” he said. “Get in the truck.”
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  Owen drove in silence through a rain-shattered worldand followed the slick black island roads until they were nearly to the Great Salt Pond. Jimmy seemed content with the quiet of the drive. When Owen glanced over, he noticed that Jimmy pressed his forehead against the window beside him, reminding him somehow of a puppy. Finally, they came to the end of road-break that looked out over the enormous pond.


  When he'd turned off the ignition, Owen reached over and took Jimmy's hand.


  “I know it's difficult,” Jimmy said. “I'm not like this either. Not really. There are things I want out of life. Things that have nothing to do with this. But right now. Christ, right now, this is it.”


  “Other people can do this kind of thing, but I can't. It wouldn't be right.”


  “No, it wouldn't be. But we can go somewhere it'll all be all right.”


  “Where?” Owen laughed. “Where would it be right? My god. Where?”


  Jimmy recoiled as if he'd been slapped. “Out to sea. In the boat.”


  “For how long, Jimmy? How long before your dad cuts you off, or before we move on? How long before you need to go off to your Ivy League school and then marry and meanwhile, I live in some kind of shame on this island. I'm not like you. I'm not like the kind of men who do this with other men. I'm just…Just.”


  “Just?”


  “Just not sure what I feel right now.”


  It was easy to lie once Owen knew what he would do with Jimmy. How he would destroy him. How it would go easy once everything was in place.


  “Oh, baby,” Jimmy moaned, leaning over, into him, pressing his scalp against Owen's neck. Owen felt wetness along his throat. “You don't know how long I've hoped you'd say it.”


  “We don't need Jenna do we? Or girls like her,” Owen whispered. “God, if I could, I'd kill her.”


  “Who? Kill? Owen?”


  “I didn't mean that,” Owen said, and kissed him on the top of his head.


  The rain beat down in heavy sheets around the truck and the great clouds roiled and Owen knew that he had him now. He had Jimmy right where he wanted him. Where Dagon wanted him.


  



  



  Chapter Eight


  



  Dagon
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  “Owen?” his mother asked, holding it in her hand.


  The statue. It had always seemed enormous to him, but in her hand, it was only a foot in length. The base was cracked, some of its teeth had fallen out, and all that remained was something that someone had carved and had left behind.


  “Where'd you get that?”


  “Where you left it,” she said. She hefted it in her hand. “Where did it come from?”


  “I…I found it.”


  “You found it?”


  “Yeah, I did. It's mine.” He held his hand out.


  “Did you buy it?”


  “That's none of your business,” he said.


  “Why did you put it in the fish pond?”


  “It's an ornament. It looked nice there. Give it back.”


  “It's terrible looking. Its eyes. The skin on it. Whoever made this thing was sick. I think some kind of animal was used. It smells, too.”


  “Mother.”


  “Don't mother me. You may be a young man, but you have a thing or two to learn. I know you, Owen. I know how you think. I saw you that morning.”


  “What are you talking about?”


  “I saw you. You cut your arm and let it bleed on this…this thing.”


  “That's crazy. Why would I do something crazy like that? Likewhatlike cut myself? And whatdid you saybleed?”


  “It's some kind of awful thing, isn't it? This thing. It's some awful thing for you. The way your mind works.” She looked at the small statue in her hand, and then back at his face. She squinted as if trying to see him more clearly. “You've never been quite right. You know that, too. You know how you're different from other boys, don't you? Yes, you're crafty and you look good in a suit and you can make your muscles talk for you. But I know you better than you know yourself, Owen Crites. I know how cold you are on the inside. I know how you believe different things.”


  He felt her closing in on him as she moved toward him.


  “What exactly is this thing? Is this a toy? Is this something else? Is this something you talk to? Is this…is this…some kind of devil god? Do you worship graven images now?” She said it in a half-joking manner, and that was the worst of it. She wasn't taking Dagon seriously. He could feel it in her tone.


  Owen felt as if his tongue had been cut out. He felt a heat rash along his neck. He looked from the statue to his mother and back again. Then, he grinned.


  “Don't be ridiculous," he said. "You have such a small mind. You're so quick to judge me when you yourself are the one with the cold heart. You set a trap for dad and now you punish him for that same trap. You can't even love your only child. And your imaginationyour paranoid imaginationfinding some carved art in a koi pond, something that you claim you watched me bleed over, did you ever for a moment think that perhaps I hated myself so much that I wanted to slit my wrists? But something made me stop. Something kept me from hurting myself. But it wasn't the thought of you, was it? It wasn't the love of my mother that saved me, was it? It was the thought that maybe one day I'd have a moment just like this. A moment when dad is out of the house. A moment when you're at your worst. And then, do you know what I am going to do with you?”


  “What are you talking about? Owen?”


  “Give me that,” he said, snatching it from her hand. “It's mine. Not yours.”


  She stood before him, trembling.


  Owen cradled Dagon in his arms. He closed his eyes, and whispered a brief prayer.


  When he opened them, he said, “Here is something I hope you think about until the moment you die. I am going to be your dutiful son as long as your years continue. But the moment that I get an inkling that you are old and feeble, I will come to your bedside one night, and I will press my hands over your nose and mouth until you smother to death. And in those last moments, you will look at me and know that everything you were ever afraid of was true.”


  His mother pressed her hands to her lips, unable to speak.


  It was the power of Dagon, of course. It was there, in the room. The god was there with him.


  Dagon whispered within his blood, “You will die like the bitch that you are.”


  Or had Owen himself said it aloud, in a whisper, to his mother?
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  This is how it will happen, the voice came to him. You will tell her things. You will tell him things. He harbors a madness. He is breakable. Then, she will kill him. You will save her. She will kill him and you will have her.


  He slept that night with Dagon next to him in bed. He dreamed of the great realm beneath the sea and he no longer felt his age, but felt as if he were again a child, and Jenna was with him, the Queen of the Deepest Fathom.
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  “Hello sweetie,” Mrs. M said. She had just finished the Sunday crossword puzzle, and looked up from the paper. “You all ready for four more days of this…this tempest?”


  The kitchen was like a brilliant day compared to the murky rain outdoors.


  Owen had come in through the back, his towel in his arms. “Up for a swim, Cathy?”


  Mrs. M shook her head. “Feeling a bit downtrodden from the rain. Ask Frank, he'd probably love a race with you.”


  “Mr. M's around?”


  “He's enjoying the summer here after all.”


  “That's great. I would've thought with the rain…”


  Mrs. M didn't seem to notice his comment. She crossed her legs, one over the other, and Owen thought for a moment that it was the most luxurious movement he had ever in his life seen. “You here for Jenna?”


  “I doubt she wants to see me.”


  “Owen,” Mrs. M said, setting the paper down on the kitchen table. She arched an eyebrow. “Something's changed about you. What is it? Turn around.”


  Dutifully, he turned about and then back to face her again.


  “You're different now. What's that all about?” She said it with a sweet amazement. “Are you in love?”


  “No,” he said, too quickly.


  “Jenna's in her room. She sleeps later and later. Go call her if you want. She should get up. It's nearly ten. No one should sleep this late. Not at her age. Not in summer.”


  Then, Mrs. M leaned forward, her breasts dropping slightly out of her robe. “Between you, me, and the wall, Owen, I think she's really depressed over something. But I'm the last person she'll confide in. I imagine it's about a boy,” she whispered. “That McTeague character.”


  Then, she said, lightly, “I always thought there was something not right about him.”
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  “Oh. It's you,” Jenna said.


  She was sitting up in her bed, the covers around her white cotton nightgown.


  “Hi,” he said from the doorway.


  The room smelled of sandalwood and vanilla.


  “It's the rain. It does this to me,” she said, wiping her hair back from her face. “I hate storms.” She added, idly, almost as if he wasn't listening, “It's like my summer got stolen.”


  He remembered the love that he had nearly forgotten. He remembered why he loved Jenna so much. She was there for him, always. She had always been there for him.


  “Okay if I come in? You know, like I used to?”


  “Sure,” she said, drawing her knees up. Then, “What is it between you two?”


  He went into the bedroom, and sat down on the chair near her desk.


  “Who two?”


  “Don't be coy,” she said unpleasantly. “Jimmy. Is it just sex?”


  “Oh. That.”


  “Yes. That.” “I don't want to talk about it.”


  “I think you do.”


  “No, I really don't.”


  And then, something within him opened up.


  It was like feeling a heata firein his chest, near his heart. It was Dagon. Dagon would inspire him. He felt that strength, suddenly, just when he thought he would falter.


  Without even trying, tears poured from his eyes.


  “Owen? Owen?” she asked, but he was nearly blind from the tears. She lifted the blanket, and patted a space next to her. “Come here. What's wrong? Owen?”


  He bawled like a baby, and without knowing whoor what had moved him, he found himself in her bed, her arms around him.


  “Aw, Owen, what's wrong? What's wrong my precious, precious, precious baby boy?”


  She held him close, and Dagon was there. He felt it. He was not alone. Dagon was there. The voice that came from his throat didn't feel like his. It was some small boy's voice. Some crybaby who shivered and spilled emotion across the girl he loved.


  “He…I didn't…I didn't want…I can't talk about…I didn't…he just kept…he just kept…he kept…he…I tried to…fight…fight… fight…push…hit…but…he just kept…he just kept…he just kept.”


  “Oh my god,” Jenna said, her voice chilled and haunted. “No. He didn't. No. Did he? Owen? Did he rape you? Did he?”


  “He just kept…oh god, Jenna, I can't face this…I wanted to…I wanted to…I wanted to…kill…myself...I wanted to...”


  And so it began, and she said all the things that she was meant to say; and Owen told less than he needed to tell, because she made the connections herself, and he sat with her for hours in her arms, and then, they made love.
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  He went to the boat that night.


  It was over now. It was all over.


  Dagon was still within him, and he had won.


  He wanted to take it to Jimmy. He wanted Jimmy to suffer from it.


  If he could, he would've videotaped the afternoon, he would've tape recorded Jenna's voice saying over and over again that she loved him, that it was all her fault, that Jimmy should never have come to the island, that he was bad, he was evil, and they should call the police, they should do something.


  She even told him that if that bastard ever set foot on her property again, she would take that gun and shoot him right between the eyes.


  The storm continued to rage, but in muted anger, across the gray mood of sky. The Sound and the distant islands that could be seen were like watercolor images, fuzzy and melting in the rain.


  Owen wore a bright yellow raincoat that belonged to his father. He was a fire in the darkness.


  “Mooncalf, you look like a fisherman,” Jimmy said. He wore cut off jeans and a striped rugby shirt that was already soaked through, and his hair was like seaweed, hanging in his eyes. In his hand, a green bottle of beer. “Like, you know, a real New England Clam Chowder Fisherman!” He had to shout over a roll of thunder and a crack in the sky; then the world lit up for a moment; it returned to gray.


  Owen laughed, shaking his head. “You're drunk, boy.”


  “Want a beer?” Jimmy asked.


  “Sure,” Owen said. “How many you drink already?”


  “Four. Maybe five. Who's counting?”


  “Let's get out of the rain!”


  “I like the jetty,” Jimmy said, tossing him a small bottle just before he leapt to the dock.


  He grabbed Owen's free hand. “No one's looking. We can hold hands, all right?”


  “I don't know,” Owen tugged away. He twisted the top off the Rolling Rock bottle, and took a swig. “God, I'm sick of rain!”


  “Me, too!”


  Jimmy tried to kiss him, but Owen stepped back to avoid it.


  The rain lightened slightly; it was a warm rain; it washed across their bodies.


  “She's sort of expecting us,” Owen said.


  “Who?”


  “Jenna.”


  “Jenna?” Jimmy laughed, and then looked sidelong up the hill to the Montgomery place. “What for? I thought it was you and me tonight.”


  “She's…she's pissed. I guess that's what it is,” Owen shrugged. “She's pissed and she wants us to talk to her. I told her.”


  “You…you told her?”


  “After yesterday, in the truck, Christ, Jimmy, I can't not tell her. I've known her all my life. She's one of my closest friends. I told her about us. About how we're going to go away together. How you love me now. How everything's all right.”


  “You…you…” he stammered.


  The bottle in his hand dropped to the rocky ledge, shattering.


  “You told her.”


  It was coming out now. The madness that they all had within them.


  Owen wanted to smile, but knew that if he did, he would give himself away.
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  The rain thinned. Minutes passed while Jimmy took in what had just been said. Owen could practically see the thoughts in his eyebrows as they squiggled around, flashing anger and confusion, and the way he chewed his lip, and how his eyes wouldn't stop blinking.


  Owen reached over and touched his scalp. “Sometimes I think I see a halo around your head. I do. I think you're some kind of angel,” Owen said, and then scruffed his hair.


  “You fucking told her?” Jimmy growled. “You goddamn fucking son of a bitch told her what we've been…what we've…”


  “Do you think she didn't see?” Owen set his bottle down on the jetty, and put his hands on Jimmy's shoulders, pulling him into him. “Do you think she's stupid? We're her friends, for Christsakes. She can see. She told me she watched us that first night. She saw us. There was enough light to see our shadows, puppy. She told me it upset her, but she understood. She wasn't sure if it wasn't just one of those drunk boy things…or something else. I told her it was.” Then, he added hesitantly, “Something else.”


  “You fucking goddamn son of a bitch gardener's son living in your goddamn peasant fucking world you don't even know what you've done!” Jimmy shouted. His face had contorted until it was more mask than face, a mask of pain and fury. It was no longer human. “You fucking think that,” spit flew from his mouth, “that… that…you, you, with nothing to lose can just throw what we have in front of her, in front ofyou know what you're playing with? You're playing with things you can't even understand!” Jimmy began stomping around in a circle, alternating his shouts with lion roars.


  When he finally quieted, Owen said, “What happened to yesterday? You looking up at God and telling me how this all felt, how you felt on the inside. How you felt you needed to let this out? What happened to that?”


  Jimmy's eyes lit up. “Don't you, you son of a bitch, use my words against me! I wasn't born to lose everything because I'm sleeping with some island townie whore, I wasn't born to have this get out, to have this ruin everything I've ever built.”


  “Listen to yourself. You talk like it's 1950. You won't lose everything just because...”


  “You think so? You little bitch, you think I won't lose everything? You don't even understand what is going on here, do you? You think it's about me wanting you. The stakes are higher! I'll tell you something, boy, I want you, but I don't want you. You don't even understand why I have to be with Jenna, do you? Do you?”


  Owen turned and began walking toward the strip of beach. “I don't want to hear.”


  “Well, you need to. Maybe living in some little caretaker's house gives you zero perspective on this, but Jenna Montgomery means I will not be some poor shit like you.”


  Owen glanced back. “You're rich.”


  “Ha!” Jimmy cried. “You don't know the half of it.”


  “You're an heir to some fortune. Some sports store chain.”


  Jimmy shook his head. “It's not like it looks. My father has these stores. That's all he has. But the business is changing. It's changing, and he's had some setbacks. He isn't a good businessman, Mooncalf. Never has been. All this stuff, this boat, the houses, all of it, will be gone in a few years. It's coming. He's going to be in jail someday, my father, and the IRS is going to eat him alive. And I do not intend to live like that. I do not intend…”


  “Jesus,” Owen gasped, and then began laughing. “Jesus. You're just a golddigger. You just are after her money. Jesus!”


  Owen dropped to his knees on the wet sand.


  “What's wrong with you?” Jimmy snarled, coming over to him.“You feeling bad now?”


  “I thought you loved me,” Owen said.


  “It's not about whether I love you or not. It's not about that. But you've ruined even that now.” He grabbed Owen under his armpits, lifting him up to a standing position. “You've destroyed something for me, Mooncalf. You really have.”


  Then, he looked up the hill to the house.


  The lights were on along the pool, and the upstairs lightJenna's bedroomwas dim.


  "I need to set this right," he said.


  "No, don't, Jimmy, it's"


  "I need to," Jimmy said. “I'll tell her that it was weakness. I'll tell her I love her. I love her more than anything on the face of the earth. I'll tell her that I couldn't help myself with you, but that it was nothing. That you were nothing.” He nearly laughed, but it had a cry within it. “You're just a little manipulative piece of trash. She'll understand. She's not like you. She'll understand.”


  Then, he took off in the rain, bounding up the wooden steps that crept like a vine along the side of the hill, and Owen began following, but slowly. He waited along the steps.


  He heard the shots ring out before he had reached the top step.


  Soon dogs down in town were howling, and lights came up along the waterfront.
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  The house was dark and silent when he went in through the glass doors by the pool. He walked past the shimmering water, flicking up the lights as he went. Entering the kitchen, he saw Mrs. M, lying in a pool of blood, and then Owen found himself moving more swiftly, his heart pounding


  she resembled nothing of the mermaid she had once been; death had robbed her beauty; blood took away the magic of her form; her eyes were open, and fish-like


  Dagon, what is this? This isn't what was promised. This isn't what I prayed for


  He ran up the stairs to Jenna's room, and found him standing there, the gun in his hand


  On the bed, Jenna, bleeding, an enormous hole in her neck. Her hands moved as if she were trying to reach up to her neck to stop the blood, but could not. She opened her mouth to cry out, but all that came was a rasping sound, and blood pulsed from her throat.


  He felt himself burning as he watched the last light flicker in her beautiful eyes.


  Then, her eyes closed.
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  “Mooncalf, what did I do?” Jimmy said, his skin red, his eyes narrow slits, his shirt torn and bloody. Tears and sweat shone like diamonds on his skin. “What did I do? I...I came up…I wanted to talk…and she…she had this…” He held the pistol up. “She…she threatened me…and then her mother came up…I grabbed it from her…I was going to leave…but they said things…her mother, too…they said things about me…and her father…About something…some lie…something you told her…something…”


  “All of them?” Owen asked. “You killed. All of them?"


  “I guess so. It's kind of a blur. Funny thing is,” he giggled in a way that seemed uncharacteristic, “it didn't really feel like me at all. It felt like something else. Like I got taken over. Maybe if she hadn't pointed this gun. Maybe if I hadn't been drinking. I don't know. It happened fast. I was about to leave, but her mother saw me with the gun. She saw me and she was saying these things. And then I just wanted to shut her up and this thing was inside me. This feeling. Like something wanted me to point the gun at her mother. Just to scare her. And then: kabang.”


  “Jimmy?”


  “And then her father starts shouting upstairs, and I feel this… this wild thing inside me,” Jimmy said, and now the giggling was becoming annoying and seemed to increase between words. “And I just go running back up the stairs and down the hall and there's her dad, and I think of my dad, and I think of all the things I'm never going to have, and suddenly the gun is going off, and then Jenna's screaming and she's picking up the phone in her room because I hear that beep beep noise and I have to stop her, I have to tell her not to call, that there'll be a way to work this all out. And then, I feel it in me again. I'm moving faster than I'm supposed tothe rest of the world is moving slowand I'm in her room and she has a look on her face like she doesn't understand how I got there so quickly and I'm feeling thispower or somethingand then I press the gun against her throat to shut her up.”


  Then, he calmed slightly. He pointed the gun directly at Owen. “It's something you said to her. Isn't it? It's because you told her. But you said something terrible, didn't you?”


  “Jimmy,” Owen said. “Now, I know you're upset. I know this is difficult right now. But I want you to breathe. Take a few deep breaths. Come on. Just breathe.”


  Jimmy looked at him curiously for a moment, blinking.


  He opened his mouth and let the air in.


  Then, out.


  Then, in.


  Slowly, carefully.


  



  



  Epilogue: Belief
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  I can look at this past summer now and see that it was all Dagon. Dagon was there, I had brought Dagon into our world, and Dagon had gotten loose. There is no madness except the madness of the gods. There is no purity except the purity of love.


  Here is where he took medown to the sailboatand out to sea.
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  We sailed around Outerbridge, its cliffs and caves, around the Montgomery palazzo, shining green and white with the flashing of the lighthouse nearby, north and then east, beyond the Great Salt Pond, out into the diamond night where sea and sky met, and the storm howled around us, and Jimmy, gun to my head, calling me Mooncalf over and over again, forced me to whisper an incantation to Dagon of the purity and madness of human love.


  Mooncalf, he said. Mooncalf.


    


  



  



  



  * * *
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For Bentley Little


  



    “What he touched was, according to his account, a mouth, with teeth, and with hair about it, and, he declares, not the mouth of a human being…”


  - M.R. James, from “Casting the Runes.”


  



  



  One: The End Is Like This


  



  



  



  After the last match goes out, he mouths the words to the Our Father, but it brings him no comfort. He remembers The Veil. He remembers the way things moved, and how the sky looked under its influence. He doubts now that a prayer could be answered. He doubts everything he has come to believe about the world.


  The echo of the last scream. He can hear it, even though the room is silent. It seems to be in his head now: the final cry.


  Hope it’s final.


  The scream is too seductive, he knows. He understands what’s out there. It’s attracted to noise, because it doesn’t see with its eyes anymore. It sees by smell and sound and vibration. He has begun to think of it by its new name, only he doesn’t want to ever say that name out loud. Again.


  Your flesh won’t forget.


  Prickly feeling along the backs of his hands, along his calves. In his mind, he goes through the alphabet, trying to latch onto something he can work around. Something that will give him a jump into remembering the words.


  He presses himself against the wall as if it will hide him.


  Rough stone. No light. Need light. Damn.


  He thinks he must be delirious because the goofiest things go through his mind: Michelle’s phrase, Unfrigginlikely, Spaceman Mark.


  Those aren’t the words. Spaceman Mark. Hey, Space! What planet you on today? Planet Dark, that’s what I’m on. Planet Midnight.


  And out of matches.


  The wind dies, momentarily, beyond the cracked window.


  The damn ticking of the watch.


  Someone’s heartbeat.


  The sensation of freezing and burning alternately  a fever.


  The sticky feeling under his armpits.


  The rough feeling of his tongue against the roof of his mouth.


  The interminable waiting.


  Seconds that become hours in his mind. In those seconds, he is running through sounds in his head  the words? What are they? Laiya-oauwraii…no. That’s the beginning of the name. Don’t say it again. It might call it right to you. You might make it stronger. For all you know. What the hell are the words?


  He clutches the carved bone in his left hand. It’s smooth in his fist. Like ivory, a tusk from some fallen beast. Slight ridges where the words are carved. Like trying to read Braille.


  If only I could read them. Need to get light. Some light.


  Distracted by the smell.


  That would be the first one it got.


  Over in the corner, something moves. Darkness against darkness.


  Someone he can’t see in the dark is over there.


  Eyesight is failure, Dash once told him. Perception is failure. All that there is, all that there ever will be, cannot be perceived in the light of day. At night, the only perceptions turn inward.


  The words? he thinks. The words. Maybe if you remember them, you can stop it. Maybe it reverses. Or maybe if you just say them…


  Moves his lips, trying to form vowel sounds.


  The dry taste. Humid and weather-scorned all around.


  In his throat, a desert.


  Every word he has ever heard in his life spins through his mind. But not the words he needs.


  Not the ones he wants to remember tonight.


  A beautiful night. Dark. No light whatsoever but the ambient light of the world itself.


  Summer. Humid. Post-storm. One of those rich storms that sweeps the sky with crackling blue and white lightning, and the roars of lions. But the storm has passed  and that curious wet silence remains.


  Taste of brine in the air from the water, a few miles away.


  He remembers summer storms like this  their majesty as they wash the June sky clean, bringing a gloom on their caped shoulders, but leaving behind not a trace of it. The smell of oak and beech and cedar and salt and the murky stink of the ponds and bogs. Their years together, all in those smells. All in the dark.


  The night, summer, perhaps just a few hours before the sun might rise.


  Might.


  He wonders if he’ll ever see another storm. Another summer.


  Another dawn.


  Those damn words.


  “Your flesh will remember the name even if your mind forgets,” Dash had told him, and he had still thought it was a game when Dash had said it. “The name gets in your bones and in your heart. Just by hearing it once. But the words are harder to remember. They don’t want you to know the words because it binds them. So, listen very carefully. Listen. Each time I say them, repeat them exactly back to me.”


  He’s shivering. Sweating. Nausea and dizziness both within him, the pit of his stomach. Something’s scratchy around his balls  feels like a mosquito buzzing all along the inside of his legs. Twitching in his fingers. Tensing his entire body.


  Afraid to take another breath.


  A conversation replays in his head:


  “It’s not that hard. Watch.”


  “I can’t. I just…”


  “All you do is take the thing and bring it down like this. Think of it as a game.”


  “I can’t do it.”


  “Don’t think of it like that. Pretend it’s a game. It doesn’t mean what it looks like. You’ve been trained to think this is bad by church and school and your parents. And the world outside. But it is not real. It is just a game, only nobody else knows this. They’re stupid. Nobody’s going to get hurt. Least of all one of us. Least of all you or me. I would never let it happen. You’re like my brother.”


  “I know. But I can’t.”


  “All right. I’ll do it. I’ll just do it. Just remember what you’re supposed to do. As soon as it happens. As soon as my eyes close. Promise? Okay?”


  “Okay, okay.”


  “And the words. After. If it’s too much. You know what to say. You remember?”


  “Yes.”


  “You know how to pronounce them? You have to know. If this gets out of hand, you can stop it. The name for me, and the words to stop it. If it’s too awful.”


  “I know, I know.”


  “’Cause it might get too awful. I don’t know.”


  “Sure. Of course. I remember how to say them.”


  “And the name?”


  He has no problem remembering the name. He’d like to blot it out of his mind. The name is on the tip of his tongue, and he can’t seem to forget how to say it, how to pronounce it perfectly. The words have somehow vanished from his mind.


  He tries to remember the words, now. How they sound. The language was foreign, but he couldn’t read them off the bone. Especially with no light. But even if he had some light, he knew the letters looked like scribbles and symbols. They didn’t look like sounds. All he can remember is the name, and he doesn’t want to remember that.


  A name like that shouldn’t be said in a church.


  A New England church. Saint Something. Old Something Church. Older than old, perhaps. Nearly a crypt. Made of slate and stone. Puritanical and lovely and a bit like a prison, now. Church of punishment. Rocky churchyard behind it.


  He remembers the graves with the mud and the high grasses and the smell of wild onion and lavender, as if it were years ago rather than the past hour. Smell of summer, wet grass, and that fertile, splendid odor of new leaves, new blossoms.


  The smell of life.


  He is inside the church. In a room. The altar is at the opposite end.


  Danny had the lighter, he thinks.


  If I get it, maybe I can at least save her.


  He wasn’t sure if the shape in the doorway was Danny, or the thing that he didn’t even want to name. Not Dash. Not anyone he had ever met or known.


  An ‘It’. A Thing. A Creature. Something without a Name.


  But it has a name. He knows the name, but he does not intend to ever say it again. He knows the name too well, but it’s the words he keeps trying to remember. The ones that are on the bone. The words that might stop it from continuing.


  He tries to lick his lips, but it’s no use. His mouth is dry.


  Dry from too much screaming.


  Nearby, there’s a very slight noise. A sliver of a noise. He is sensitive to sound.


  In the Nowhere.


  Someone might’ve just died outside. He doesn’t know for sure. Who? He just heard the last of someone’s life in a slight moaning sound.


  The open window. No breeze.


  Just that sound.


  A soft but unpleasant ohhhhhh.


  The puppy whimpers. Somewhere nearby.


  Other sounds, barely audible, seem huge.


  Branches against the rooftop. Scraping lightly.


  His heartbeat. A rapping hammer.


  In the dark, the ticking of his watch is too loud. He slowly draws it from his wrist. Carefully, he presses it down into the left-hand pocket of his jeans. The watch clinks slightly against his keys. He holds his breath.


  Needs to cough.


  Fight it. Fight it. Swallow the cough. Don’t let it out.


  Closes his eyes, against the darkness. Closes his eyes to block it out. To make it go away.


  Holds his breath for another count. The cough is gone.


  Brief sound.


  Someone’s breathing. Over there. Across the room. Small room. More than closet, less than room.


  Her? Thank god. Thank god. He licks his lips. Mouth, dry.


  After a few minutes, he can just make out her shape.


  He’s staring at her, and she’s staring at him, but they can’t really see each other. Just forms in the dark. Michelle? Ambient light from beneath cracks in the walls creates a barely visible aura around her as he stares.


  Dead of night. Dread of night.


  The dread comes after the knowledge. He remembers the line from the book. That awful book that he thought was fiction.


  But the words do not come to him. The sounds of them, just beyond his memory.


  Breathing hard, but as quietly as he can.


  Smells his own breath. The stink of his underarms. Glaze of sweat covering his body. Shirt plastered to him. Hair wet and greasy against his scalp.


  The chill that hasn’t left him, not since he came up out of the earth. Burning chill.


  She’s going to do it.


  Or I am.


  One of them is going to scream again. He knows it. He wasn’t even sure if he had stopped screaming a half hour before.


  Problem is, when the screaming starts, it happens.


  And neither of them wants it to happen.


  But the puppy is okay.


  It doesn’t want the puppy.


  That’s what someone said before. How many minutes ago? Did he say it? Had he said it and just not remembered it? “It doesn’t want the puppy.”


  She whispers something. Or else he imagines she whispers.


  Or it’s the sound of the leaves on the trees, brushing the rooftop.


  If it’s her, it’s wrong for her to whisper. Neither of them knows what decibel level it needs to find them, but she whispers anyway, “Please say it’s a game. Please god, say it’s a game.”


  He’s not close enough, but he wants to hold her. Hold her tight. Rewind the night back to day, back a year or more, so he can undo it all. He wants everything to turn out okay, but he knows it won’t.


  Most of all, he wants her to shut her mouth up. He wants to hold her and press his lips or his hand against her mouth and keep in whatever she’s trying to let out.


  Silence. Come on, silence. Don’t...


  Even her whisper is too loud.


  And it hears her.


  And it wants to make her scream.


  



  If she screams, it’s all over.


  Not just the game. The game will never be over.


  If we can just hold out ‘til daylight, he thinks.


  But the noise begins. From her throat. He wants to shut her up, but he can’t. He can’t. She’s over there in the dark, and he’s on the other side of the room from her.


  The scream is coming up from her lungs in a staccato gurgle. A hiccupping gurgle.


  She can’t hold it in.


  That’s when he hears the sound.


  Not her scream.


  Dear Sweet Jesus, do not let that noise out of your mouth. Do not scream. It is inside here. With us.


  He hears the sound it makes as it moves. Wet, popping sounds, like bones springing free of joints, and then that stink of over ripeness. Rotten. Steaming. Then that awful thumping begins again.


  And the steady hissing, as if dozens of snakes trail behind it.


  He leans back against the wall, wanting to press himself into the wood as far as he can go. Wanting his molecules to change and move through the wood so he can just escape.


  He’s praying so hard he feels like his skull is going to crack open, only the prayers are all messed up and he’s sure they don’t work if you get them wrong. Dear God, Dear Jesus, please help this poor sinner, Hail Mary, full of grace, Hail Mary, full of grace and the fruit of thy womb, Jesus, Our Father who art in heaven, hallowed be thy name.


  Then, it whispers something in the darkness.


  He begins shivering when he hears the words.


  The girl in the corner finally begins to scream as if she already knows the game is up.


  It sweeps toward her. Sweeps.


  He can’t stop it. He’s too scared. He’s so scared he’s afraid he’s going to pee his pants and start giggling because something inside his head is going a little haywire.


  And then, he feels the wet fingers  he hopes they’re fingers  along his ankles.


  He tries to remain perfectly still.


  Perfectly still.


  Like I’m not alive.


  Like I’m not even here.


  Remember. Come on. Remember. Remember.


  Damn it, the words.


  



  Two: Before the Night


  



  All that screaming and darkness happened one night when they were eighteen, but the truth was, it started long before, at least for Mark.


  The longest day of the year; the shortest night of the year. But they didn’t take off for the party until the dark had fallen. No one in his right mind went to a party early.


  But that was the end of it.


  The beginning was a game. A game within a game.


  The game was about darkness.


  



  There was a history of minor corruption between Mark and Dash that began when they were thirteen.


  Dash was named, he told Mark early in their friendship, for Dashiell Hammett, a writer. Dash refused to read anything Hammett had written.


  Mark was called the Spaceman because, he assumed, he must’ve seemed spacey at times. He didn’t do any illegal drugs, but other kids were sure he did. Dash only called Mark “Marco.”


  “Names have power,” Dash told him. “Only I can call you Marco.”


  Back when they were a bit younger, Mark was completely unnoticeable. He had few friends, and tended to mumble in school. Like the other students at the Gardner School, he had been pulled from public school for one mysterious reason or another. He arrived, newly thirteen, at the Gardner School in Manosset Sound, at a spur in the Massachusetts coastline. It was nearly a forty minute drive from his home, which was in an outer suburb of Boston. Some nights, he slept over at the boarding department, but most, he went home. Sometimes, his mother or father drove him to school; sometimes he carpooled with another older student who had a car. The Gardner School was the only school that would take him after the little incident with the knife.


  “I found it out on the blacktop,” he’d told the guidance counselor at his previous school. “I did not bring it to school. I didn’t threaten to kill anyone. And I didn’t stab him. I held it up and I wanted him to get away from me. He was a bully. He tried to push me. He got cut because he pushed me on the blacktop and then he was about to hit me and I put the knife up between us.”


  Dash told Mark that he was at the Gardner School for something fucked up, too.


  “I have an IQ of 180, so I’m apparently really smart only I’m bored with school already. Why don’t they get better teachers here? It costs a fortune to go here. You’d think they could hire a better group.”


  They’d bonded immediately.


  They both turned up in French class, sitting next to each other in eighth grade. Then, they found themselves with lockers side by side. Mark was an altar boy at St. Peter’s, and as he got his robe on one Sunday, there was Dash, inside one of the confessionals, his head craning out from behind the narrow doorway.


  “Wanna smoke?”


  “How’d you get out here?” Mark asked. Dash lived closer to school than to Mark’s neighborhood.


  “Bus.”


  “I didn’t know you were Catholic.”


  “I’m not,” Dash said. “I don’t believe in that stuff. I was just waiting for you to get off-duty. And have a smoke. I saw you smoke in the stalls at school. I like to hang out in graveyards, and there’s a nice one behind this god place. I was having a smoke, and I saw you troop in with all the other god people.” Dash had a funny rhythm to his speaking voice, even then. As if he were preparing lectures, an old professor in the body of an adolescent.


  “We’re too young to smoke,” Mark said. “And it’s bad for you.”


  “Like I said, I saw you smoke at school. Or at least, I thought it was you. Do you have vices? Self-destructive ones?”


  Mark only hesitated a moment. He had never smoked a cigarette before in his life. “They might catch us in there.”


  “Nope. Confessional’s all empty. Come on,” Dash said.


  He held up a pack of Marlboros. “This is the slowest way of killing yourself. One cigarette at a time, but if you start young enough, it’ll help.”


  “Not everyone dies from that,” Mark said.


  “Everyone dies from something. That’s the problem of life. You’re just going to die,” Dash said. “Me, I’ll get hooked on any number of things if I can. It’s always good to improve the odds if you want to succeed.”


  “That’s like suicide. That’s a sin.”


  “For you. You’re Catholic. You have that whole resurrection of the body thing and the life everlasting, choirboy,” Dash said. “Not that I don’t find that appealing. I’d love to die and then come back. Conquering death should be the alternate goal if dying is the common one. I’d love to be a messiah. It would suit me. Now, come on, let’s have a smoke.”


  



  In school, they went into the janitor’s closet -- a deep broom closet that had stacks of Playboys beneath a pile of cleaning supplies. The closet stank of Comet and bleach and oil.


  “Just shut off the lights.”


  “Why?”


  “Just shut ‘em off.”


  “Okay.”


  Off went the lights.


  “Listen,” Dash said.


  “To what?”


  “Just listen. Hear my breathing? Now?”


  Mark mumbled something about bad breath.


  “See? This is the Nowhere,” Dash said.


  “This definitely is nowhere.”


  “The Nowhere. It’s a different place than when the lights are on,” Dash said. “Different rules apply. Hell, there are no rules. With the light on, it’s all rules and regulations and laws and order. But with the dark, it’s a different world. When you’re dead, you’re in the dark.”


  “When I’m dead, I’ll be somewhere else.”


  “You think so?” Dash asked. “Now here’s the thing. I know these people who believe they talk to the dead.”


  “Psychics?” Mark said.


  “No, none of that crap. I mean people who actually believe they talk to the dead. They summon them from graves. They believe it. I don’t know if I believe it yet.”


  “Are they in school?”


  “Don’t be ridiculous. I met them in a graveyard. Manosset has more than just the rocky beach. There’s the Old Church. They were there. Doing a ceremony. They were sacrificing a turtle.”


  “Gross.”


  “It wasn’t as gross as you’d think,” Dash said. “They told me all about the Nowhere. How it changes the world. Darkness. Night. Absence of light. And in the dark, they think they talk to the dead. They have an old religion. Older than, well, yours. One of them told me that people still practice it, only no one ever talks about it. Bands of believers, basically. It’s not so much different than yours. Only, they believe in a messiah of darkness. A savior who comes by night.”


  “You making this up?”


  “I wish I were. I don’t really believe it. But they do. I find it a very attractive kind of belief system. It’s this interesting idea. And you know how I like interesting ideas. And you’ve got this absolute connection between death and life. Bringing back the dead,” Dash said this last part in full old professor mode. Then, he asked, “Do you believe in God?”


  “Of course.”


  “Well, then you might as well believe in the Nowhere. I mean, virgins and miracles and raising from the dead. It’s not so far from what they believe.”


  “You mean your made-up people who sacrifice turtles?”


  “Not just turtles,” Dash said. “Other stuff, too. Goats sometimes. Chickens. I’ll introduce you to them one night. Did you know that a man named Crossing actually wrote several stories about their group? More than a hundred years ago. He was one of them. People thought he was writing fiction, but apparently, none of it was made up. I’ll loan you one of his books sometime. He said that the darkness has a reality to it that lets illogic through. Isn’t that a cool way of saying it? The darkness lets illogic through. He called it The Veil.” He paused. Smoking. “It’s not so different than anything else. It’s almost logical. There aren’t any virgins in it. But there are some miracles. Take the streets: lights on. It’s normal. Boring. At night? Lights out. No light. No moonlight even, it’s a place where you make up the rules. You define the space. You create what’s there and what’s not,” Dash said, his breath all warm. “You create what’s there. And maybe it creates what’s there.”


  “It?”


  “The Nowhere. There’s something out there. In the dark. And if you’re in it long enough, it comes out. That’s why they had to do the sacrifices. They told me it stops worse things from happening. You know about eastern philosophy?”


  Mark did not.


  “Some of it is about how it’s all an illusion. Everything we think we see. It’s not what’s really there. And if that’s true, maybe what’s really there is something else. Only we don’t see it because we’re too busy perceiving the crap we expect to see. We’re taught from an early age to see things a certain way, and we name things so that they stay that way. But the darkness is fluid. It defies perception. You know how your eyeball works? How everything you see, you’re really seeing upside-down, only your eye somehow adjusts it back again?”


  Mark had never heard of this before. Sometimes, Dash’s ideas went right over his head; or else they hit him square in the face and gave him massive headaches.


  “Or a rose. They’re not really red. How it’s the absence of some pigment, and how all the other colors are there, and it somehow makes it red? But if you turn off the light, is the rose still red? Or is it no color? Is it even a rose? Does it become something else in the dark? And do you become something else in the dark?”


  “Cool,” Mark said. “But, I mean, I’m…me. I’m me even now. Even in the dark.”


  “Are you? Are you sure?”


  Mark laughed a little.


  “I’m not joking. Are you the same you in the dark as you were when the light was on?” Dash asked. “Would you do the same things in the light of day that you’d do if no one could see you? Do you ever wonder why people have sex in the dark?”


  Mark didn’t answer.


  “Maybe it’s ‘because they can be something different in the dark. Or maybe they really are something different in the dark,” Dash said. “Maybe right now, you’re not even Mark. Maybe you’re something else. Do you believe in life after death?”


  “Well,” Mark fumbled with his thoughts. “I’m sort of Catholic.”


  “Sorta?”


  Mark shrugged. “I believe some things and not others.”


  “The only thing I believe about Christianity is the resurrection of the body. I mean, I think dead bodies still have somebody in them. Maybe we do them a disservice by burying them.”


  “What, you mean if you didn’t bury a body it would just be fine?”


  “Not saying that,” Dash said. “If you can’t think deeper than that, Marco, I don’t know about you. I just don’t know. I mean, what are those caskets for? They’re like little traps. What if we could all roll the stones away from our tombs after we die? Maybe there’d be more messiahs around. Who knows? Let me give you a rundown on deity. First, God’s name is not God. Second, in the Old Testament, they called him Yahweh or Jehovah. In Greek, Deus. The Greek name for the top dog god was Zeus. Pretty close to Deus, don’t you think? And Jehovah is pretty close to the Roman god, Jove, alias Jupiter. I won’t even go into what I learned about the goddess Ishtar and her relationship to your Queen of Heaven. You don’t want to know what the word Easter comes from, trust me. It would blow you out of that little church world you’re in. God, Yahweh, what have you. And none of these are the names of God, and even with God, there are other gods. That’s why you have this commandment, ‘Thou Shalt Have No Other Gods Before Me.’ It’s because there are other ones. And people can’t say their names because no one really knows how to say the names. They used to. That’s what priests in ancient times used to do. That was their power. They knew the real names of the gods. And naming them means bringing them. Invoking them. And that’s what these people in the Nowhere have. For centuries, they’ve kept alive the name of a particular god. Maybe it’s ‘the’ God. I don’t know. But the name of the god is the power. And the god of the Nowhere is all about death and resurrection and darkness.”


  



  Dash had been reading a lot. He claimed to have read the Bible three times till he knew it backward and forward, and a book called the Aegyptian Book of Darkness. He spoke of Kierkegaard and Kant and Buddha and Hesse and Yeats and Eliot and someone named Robert Graves and someone named Colin Wilson and about quantum something, and about transformations and chiaroscuro and shadows. He loaned books to Mark, and asked him questions about what was in them.


  Mark found it irresistible, although the books were tough to get through. Only the short stories by Wacey Crossing seemed to be any fun. In them, Crossing wrote about ancient practices that called up creatures of beauty and malevolence. He even mentioned Manosset Sound by name, as if these practices happened there in the 1800s. T.S. Eliot and Robert Graves were a little rougher going, although Mark loved a book called Demien by Herman Hesse.


  Dash told Mark that, in the dark, everywhere was Nowhere. And it was better to be in the Nowhere than in the Somewhere.


  Particularly if you were like one of them. A bit outcast.


  A bit funky. A bit eccentric. A bit different.


  “Nowhere guys,” Dash said. Their favorite song became “Nowhere Man.” They loved to say to their parents, when asked, “Where are you going?”


  “Nowhere. Honest. Just Nowhere.”


  And the Nowhere was always dark, and always somewhere else.


  



  But Mark didn’t ever get to meet these “people of the Nowhere,” as he began thinking of them.


  Dash mentioned them now and again; he acted as if he were getting close to them in some way that wasn’t expressed. He became secretive about some of the goings-on when Mark wasn’t with him.


  “There’s a ceremony they have called the Tempting. Each of them cuts his left arm open and spills it over a newly dug grave. They say some ancient words, and begin chanting something I still can’t make out. They have these stones and they put the words on them, and dip them in this syrupy mixture, and then put the stones under their tongues, and the words are always inside them after that. Their bodies memorize them or something. They don’t even use their minds. It’s weird. And then, one of them becomes possessed by the dead person.”


  Mark assumed it was made-up, stolen from Wacey Crossing’s stories, and as a year or so passed, he grew to appreciate Dash’s offbeat and dark sense of humor.


  Once, together again in some dark place, hanging out, Dash asked, “Do you love me?”


  “Excuse you?”


  “I don’t mean that,” Dash said. “I mean, do you love me. Like a brother. Like we have a bond?”


  Mark thought a minute, feeling uncomfortable with the question. “Sure. Like a brother.”


  “We’ve got to have that bond to make any of it worthwhile. I mean, we’ll get married to some babes someday and do all kinds of stuff, but if we love each other like that  like brothers  than we can move mountains.”


  “Sure,” Mark said, but decided to turn the light on the back porch at his parent’s house.


  He was surprised by what he saw.


  Dash sat next to him, but he had a hypodermic needle in his arm, just withdrawing it.


  “What the hell is that?”


  Dash held the needle up. “It’s not for you. Don’t worry.”


  “You a junkie? Dash? What the hell is that?”


  “It’s not heroin. Jesus, it’s The Veil,” but Dash would not explain further. He took the needle, covered it, and pressed it into a plastic case that looked more suitable to a toothbrush. “See? I’m not tripping out or anything. Don’t freak.”


  Dash reached up to shut the light off.


  Dark again.


  Mark sat there wondering if he shouldn’t end the friendship or talk to someone at school about what seemed to be Dash’s latest self-destructive habit.


  



  But he didn’t.


  He did what others probably did when their best friends were on drugs  he somehow just put it out of his mind, because Dash never seemed high or wired.


  And Mark didn’t see much evidence of the hypodermic needle again. Nor did he look for it.


  After a few months or so, Mark blocked that moment from his mind. Everything seemed normal, in its own messed up way.


  Dash was his only real friend at school, anyway.


  



  On a night-smitten country road, Dash would flick the headlights off.


  Suddenly, it was as if the world vanished. They were in a car with the world gone.


  With just a sense of “road.” A sense of “nowhere.”


  Dash started doing the headlight trick before he even had his license. This was back when he had managed to steal his brother’s car and sneak out in the night.


  He’d pick Mark up down the hill from where he lived. Always after midnight.


  Mark would be out there waiting for him, waiting for the adventure.


  “I been here forever,” he’d say.


  “Forever must last about fifteen minutes,” Dash said, giving him a gentle punch to the shoulder.


  They’d go to parties, or sneak off and grab a burger, or find out where some of the other guys were hanging out, smoking, drinking. Sometimes, they just watched people make out in their cars.


  Neither one of them did much wild stuff. Mark even wrote down what he called the Nowhere Manifesto, but he tore it up one afternoon, worried that his mother might find it.


  At the end of most evenings, they just called it a night and Dash dropped Mark off at his house.


  But, on some nights, Dash took Mark to the graveyard behind the old church.


  Mark never saw him draw the needle out again, but he knew that when Dash asked him to wait in the car a second, he might be going into the darkness to shoot up with whatever he used. The Veil.


  Mark could ignore it. It didn’t matter. They were friends.


  



  Mark got out of the car, and Dash, up near the church, whistled to him to come on up the path to the graves.


  



  It was not Mark’s church, nor was it Dash’s. It was older and more of a historic landmark than a functioning church. All Mark knew about it was that the founding fathers of the area had built it, or built the original building that no longer existed. The graves behind it had those names like Goody Something and Sir Walter John Something, but most of the gravestones were rubbed smooth and coated with a slimy ooze of moss and yellow-green muck. A bog, just the other side of a thin line of trees, had flooded the area, so they walked in mud and damp weeds.


  “This is where I saw them,” Dash said. “This is where they spoke to me. They showed me The Veil for the first time. Here.”


  Mark glanced around, but they were alone together.


  “They asked me to tell them my heart’s desire,” Dash said. He went over and sat on a long flat stone. He patted the area beside him. Mark went over and joined him. “They told me that the Nowhere needed guys like me. Maybe like you, too.”


  “Are they some kind of witch cult?” Mark asked, chin in his hand. He stared across the expanse of field and wood beyond the old church. “Do they worship Satan?”


  Dash grinned. “No. Not witches. Not Satan. That’s all fairly new stuff. This is older than that. Long before. They’re wise people, though. They know things. They believe that they talk to the dead. They believe the dead tell them things. They know the name of twelve different gods. The real names. The names of power. I don’t know how they do. They knew things about me that even my mother wouldn’t know. Even you wouldn’t know.”


  “Like what?”


  “You don’t want to know,” Dash said. “There are some things I wouldn’t want people to know. But they knew.”


  “Is it about why you had to leave the other school?”


  Dash ignored the question. “Want to know something funny?”


  Mark shrugged.


  “They told me about you. This was before we met. They told me about that thing you did. When you were eleven.”


  “What thing?”


  “You know,” Dash said. “With the knife. Don’t worry. It’s kind of cool.”


  Dash put his hand on Mark’s shoulder. Felt his breath against his ear.


  “I did something terrible when I was twelve,” Dash whispered. “Something you can’t ever tell anyone else in the whole world, or I will hunt you down and kill you and tear out your heart and cut the eyes out of your face. Understood? We’re fifteen, but when you’re a kid -- I mean a little kid -- you do things without really knowing why. You’re changing. Everything is changing. You have these impulses. You do things because something inside you tells you to do them. I once saw the most beautiful dead woman in the world, lying on the ground. She had killed herself, but it left no marks on her because she took pills. She was naked. I was caught doing something to her. But it wasn’t what you think. Nothing perverted. She was so beautiful I didn’t want to hurt her, even when she was dead and was beyond hurting. And they knew about what I did. They had spoken to her. The Nowhere people. After she died. They had gone to where she was buried, and they’d dug her up from the grave, and she told them about me, about what I did, and they think I’m some kind of messiah because of it, like it was a sign that I was the golden child or something.”


  



  On the phone, the next afternoon, a Saturday. “I made it all up. None of it’s true,” Dash said, and then hung up.


  



  Mark didn’t see Dash for awhile, but eventually, Mark saw Dash’s car idling on the street beneath his bedroom window.


  Mark was furious with his father for taking away his stereo because of a drop in grades, and he snuck out the back of the house and got in the car and told Dash, “It’s about time you showed your sorry face.”


  



  Once, they narrowly missed being hit by a car that was following Dash's car too closely. They followed the car for miles just to annoy the driver.


  They planned raids on some houses, too.


  When a family was out of town, Mark and Dash would go out in the dark, late as they could stand and still feel awake. They’d break in, out in some suburban enclave. They wouldn’t take anything from the home. They’d just get in through some window  it was easy to jimmy one of them open  and just see what the house was like on the inside. They wouldn’t disturb anything. They kept the lights out, and wandered the house.


  Dash said he wanted to see how the people in suburbia lived, what they owned, what they had. Mark once said it seemed psycho to do it, but Dash reassured him that they weren’t doing any harm.


  Sitting there, on someone else’s sofa, Dash would sometimes say some words that weren’t English, and they weren’t any kind of language that Mark had ever heard. He would say a few words, and if Mark asked about them, Dash would say that he hadn’t said anything at all.


  Sometimes, they’d move a book around on a bookshelf. Or they’d put a CD out of its case and put it on a windowsill. Just enough that it might seem curious to the family, returning from a weekend away.


  But this was the worst of what they did together, and it really wasn’t much. Some of the other guys at school regularly shoplifted. Others were smoking marijuana half the school day. Others were doing much worse. Mark assured himself that what he and Dash did was fairly innocent. It really hurt no one. He tried not to think about that needle that Dash had. He didn’t really see it, although sometimes he noticed the plastic toothbrush carrier inside Dash’s green army jacket.


  Although Mark and Dash loved girls and talked about them as much as any other guy in school, they really adored each other. They could’ve been brothers. Before they’d met  at thirteen  nobody would’ve thought they resembled each other. But by fifteen, they could’ve been twins.


  Dash made Mark promise to be his Best Man at his wedding, whenever it happened; Mark asked Dash to be the godfather of his first kid, whenever it came into the world.


  In the Nowhere, sometimes, Mark would say things to Dash that he never told anyone else. When Mark got dumped by Emmie, he told Dash first.


  When Dash decided he was going to kill himself rather than grow up, he only told Mark.


  “That’s right,” Dash said. “Why turn into some corporate robot and end up like our dads? I’d do it with a knife. I’ll become one with the Nowhere. You?”


  “Hanging. The front staircase.”


  “Do it at my folks’ place. In the foyer. From the chandelier,” Dash said. “In the dark.”


  They had a good laugh about it, and then shared a cigarette.


  “What about those people?”


  “What people?”


  “The ones,” Mark said, grabbing the cigarette from Dash’s mouth, “that were in the graveyard. The ones you told me about.”


  Dash flicked on the light. Regarded Mark with a nearly mistrustful look. His eyes were bloodshot. “Listen, they’re dangerous, sometimes. They showed me some things that were kind of nasty.”


  “Like what?”


  Dash shivered slightly. Mark couldn’t tell if he was just joking or not.


  “Just some really bad shit,” he said. “They have these ceremonies that you have to study. I’ve been studying them for a long time now, and I still don’t completely understand them.”


  “Why haven’t I met them?”


  “They decide who meets them and who doesn’t,” Dash said.


  “I thought you made them up,” Mark laughed again, puffing on the cigarette. “To scare me. You told me you made it all up. Remember?”


  “No,” Dash said. “I got a little scared. I was worried they might come after you. The priests of the Nowhere are real. They’re practically holy. They’re really good people, but they do some nasty shit. I’m sort of into what they do.”


  “Sort of philosophically,” Mark added.


  “Maybe,” Dash said. “Give me that cig back, or go buy a new pack.”


  



  



  Dash would end the night out in the middle of godforsaken nowhere, spinning the car in the mud, or gliding down an icy patch of road, the back-end of the car fish-tailing.


  All around them, the dark, as if they drove inside their own minds, and the world existed only for them.


  They could talk about their deepest thoughts, argue philosophy, their sense of the meaning of life and if there was one at all. They determined that there was no meaning to life, but to truly enjoy life, they each must act as if there were a meaning to it.


  Their understanding of girls became legendary, as they discussed sexual availability versus the sacred virgin as it applied to the girls they knew; misunderstanding of other boys in school, which manifested in an open contempt for jocks and their football parties; they shared their love for Herman Hesse’s novels and Joan Armatrading albums and this writer with the unusual name of Wacey Crossing who wrote When Nowhere Comes and other books in the 1800s.


  Dash owned three Wacey Crossing books, all short stories, and their bindings were leathery and cracked like old Bibles, and inside the books, people had written messy illegible notes all in the margins and drawn what looked like dirty pictures of naked women with huge breasts in the front and back pages.


  The Crossing stories were about a mystery cult that had survived centuries of persecution, misshapen creatures that lived beneath graves, and ancient ones that prowled the darkness.


  Mark borrowed each of them, and read them thoroughly, enjoying the terribleness of the punishments meted out to those who treated the Nowhere people badly. There were six primary deities in the Crossing stories, all with nicknames: the Devourer, She Who Befouls The Night, Hallingorianang-the-Eater-of-Souls, Oliara-the-Sword-of-Fire, The Swarmgod of the Thousand Stings, The Pope of Pestilence, and Julaiiar the Conqueror.


  Mark began calling Dash the Devourer, and he in turn might call Mark Swarmgod.


  It definitely sealed their fates within weirdohood, and Mark was perfectly happy with that. They dreamed together, aloud, of what they’d do if they had the powers of Julaiiar the Conqueror who came in Shadow and cut the heads off friend and foe; or if She Who Befouls the Night decided to make it with Oliara-the-Sword-of-Fire, what kind of kid they’d produce.


  It all happened when the lights went out.


  



  Heading down some lonesome road, the headlights off. They’d light their cigarettes, and the world would change from its unsubtle self to some kind of dark wonderland.


  Even though Mark might be in the backseat with a current girlfriend making out and doing everything two teens can do with each other while still keeping most of their clothes on, it was Dash who made him feel as if it were just their world: in the car, on a dark road, with nothing but the unexpected wonders of night around.


  



  And one night, Rachel Cowan had a big party out at the country place her folks had, a few weeks after graduation, and everybody they knew was going.


  Michelle and Danny needed a lift, and even though Dash and Rachel went out once on a date and now didn’t get along very well, Mark convinced him to go.


  “This is a perfect night for this,” Dash said.


  “Yeah?” Mark asked, grabbing a cooler of beer. Checked his watch: 10:15. “I figure the party’ll be hoppin’ by eleven.”


  “It’s a sacred night to the Nowhere. It’s a night they call Lifting the Veil.”


  “Oh,” Mark said, used to Dash’s tales of the Nowhere and its priests.


  Dash whispered to him, as Mark slid into the front seat next to him, “Let’s have some fun with them. Okay?”


  Mark couldn’t reply, because Danny had already gotten in the back of the car, and Michelle rapped at Mark’s window for him to unlock her door. In her arms, a plastic and wire cage.


  She brought a stupid puppy from her sister’s kennels as a surprise birthday gift for Rachel, who had just turned nineteen, and whose dog had recently passed away.


  “Just a little fun,” Dash said. “For a sacred night.”


  Then, he reached around to unlock the door for Michelle.


  



  



  



  Three: The Night Begins


  



  



  



  Dash flicked the headlights off.


  The night came up like veils of shadow against shadow  purple darkness, black darkness, and the curious ambient light of the earth itself  particles of illumination from unknown sources.


  Reflections of slivered moonlight off distant ponds. It was beautiful, Mark thought.


  The narrow, winding road was ripe with pot-holes and wounds, and the June-fat trees hung low over it  it was a beautiful world as far as Mark was concerned, and he felt comfortable there with Dash in the front seat, their world, their Nowhere surrounded them.


  Mark glanced over at Dash, beside him. Dash in his green army jacket, with holes through out it. Beneath, he wore a black t-shirt. Even in the summer he wore the jacket, his emblem of weirdohood, of not abandoning his outcast nature.


  Smoke from his mouth. The red glow of the cigarette lit Dash’s features. His hair had gone from brown to dark blue with fiery tinges where it flopped around his eyes. His eyes seemed to have a light of their own.


  Dash smiled, showing all his teeth.


  It was not pitch black quite yet, for the moon half-lit the world. Its light, diffuse behind scalloped clouds, hinted the outline of a dilapidated farmhouse with its property cut in a ragged square from the encroaching forest, and a balding fringe of dead trees at the edge of the road before the property. A single light glowed in the house, and it somehow made Mark think about loneliness, despite being there with his friends.


  He wondered what he would do  now that college loomed, and he and Dash would probably grow out of their friendship, as all friends seemed to after high school. He didn’t want it to happen, but there was an inevitability to it  they would move on and stay friends, but lose that closeness, that brotherhood they felt. The farmhouse became a blur as Dash recklessly swung the steering wheel to negotiate a curve in the road.


  Then, the woods appeared again, thick and dark, and another turn, another break in the woods cut by a stream and ditch to the left.


  They passed what seemed at first an empty, desolate field, and there came the moon across it, a white sickle of moon. It was not empty, but was some kind of cemetery  Mark didn’t recognize it at first, but then knew he had been there before  of course, he thought, it was here, the Old Church is here. Saint Something.


  They had been mostly silent in the car  me and Dash in front, our world, our night world.


  Mark grabbed another beer from the back, and nearly stuck his hand down Michelle’s shirt  she was sure I was making a grab for her, but Danny already had his hand halfway down her shirt, and suddenly something stank like a dead animal in the car, and I knew it was the puppy, in his crate. It was whimpering.


  Michelle, after nearly slapping him, reached back and thrust a finger through the small Kari-Kennel opening and murmured, “That’s okay, baby, that’s okay,” then, she reached up and flicked on the car’s interior light. “Some light in here would be nice. What’s this thing with darkness?”


  “Darkness is cool,” Mark said.


  “Friggin’ Goth,” Michelle said; Mark was not a Goth. He was just a guy who felt better in the dark. With friends. In the car. It was his comfort zone.


  “Are you sure Rachel wants a new dog?” Dash asked. “She can’t exactly take it to college with her.”


  “I already talked to her mom about it. Her mom’s going to keep it while Rachel’s at Smith.”


  “She got into Smith?” Mark asked.


  “Last minute,” Michelle said.


  “Where are you two going?” Danny asked, fairly innocently. With the question, came the unspoken: they were a couple to some extent. Mark and Dash were paired in the minds of their classmates.


  “How could you not guess?” Michelle huffed. “They’ve practically been talking about it since sophomore year.”


  “Oh, yeah,” Danny said. “I thought maybe Mark might go to Georgetown.”


  “I didn’t want to go to Georgetown,” Mark said. Then, he added, “Really. I didn’t.”


  “U-Mass for us,” Dash said.


  Mark sniffed at the air. “Who farted?”


  “That dog crapped,” Dash said. “He needs to go outside. Not in the car.”


  Mark laughed, popped open the beer, and reached for the radio buttons. Dash rolled down a window, and the humidity poured in  a gentle steam. He switched the air conditioning up to a higher level.


  Michelle began lecturing Dash on why the puppy was in the car in the first place, and how Rachel had wanted the puppy ever since her last dog was hit by a car out on the highway; and how, even though we were headed for “what no doubt is going to be some kind of brawl,” the puppy would be fine, and when they got to Rachel’s house, she’d let it out to do its business in the wild.


  “Whoa!” Dash cried out, “that was close!” Another pair of headlights, in the opposite lane from them, fast approaching and crossing the invisible line in the road. Dash swung the car to the right a little too hard, and they all felt the car leaning into the ditch on that side.


  Then, back to normal, driving in the dark.


  “Do you really want to hurt me?” Mark began singing along with the radio, which he’d very wisely turned up slightly to drown out Michelle’s whine. “Jesus, nothing but oldies.”


  He punched the radio buttons, but the best he could find was a heavy metal.


  Briefly, he turned the sound up high; Dash reached over and switched the radio off. Then, he switched it back on, and a voice came up that was nearly monotone, “And the angel carried a crown and a burning sword, and sayeth unto…”


  “‘Jesus radio. I love it. Selling God on the airwaves without really knowing all about God,” Dash said, switching to a soft rock station. “I like oldies better.”


  “Look,” Danny said, rising from the back seat. “I think that’s Carbo’s truck over there. Hell, did Rachel even invite the dropouts?”


  “That redneck,” Michelle whispered, as if no one would hear her. “Carbo is such a hillbilly. I’m surprised he ever even got into Gardner.” She drew the little yellow puppy from the crate into her arms. She let it lick her all over her face. Her shirt was still unbuttoned, and she wore no bra. Mark could make out the roundish mounds of her breasts, glancing back at her for a second too long. He found them unappealing. They weren’t as big as they looked when covered up.


  



  



  Perhaps it was because it was Michelle, whom Mark found generally unappealing.


  She had a well-bred look, as if her parents had never been in love, but had know that between their checkbooks, their inheritances, and their basic health, they should mate and produce offspring with equally good checkbooks, inheritances, and health. Like some alien life form that must have progeny in order to conquer the earth. Michelle was the natural product of this loveless but purposeful union. He had seen her type throughout high school  she was not a prototype the way Dash was, or even Rachel, who was a true original. She was just one of the herd. Dash had a thing for her, but he said that his interest didn’t go much past the flesh. “She’s a copy of a copy of a copy. But with an especially nice rack,” he’d said at some point.


  Michelle was mass-produced. She was one of many rich girls with not a lot going on other than her birth certificate and her trust fund. She had teeth  and a lot of them  and hair, and a strangely seductive little jaw of determination that waggled side to side when she was pissed off. She dressed like hot stuff, even in her khaki shorts, with visible panty line, and white top wrapped for maximum breastage. Mark supposed there were boys with the low expectations of a Danny who found her completely irresistible.


  But she was no Rachel.


  She wasn’t even an Emmie, Mark’s girlfriend who had dumped him on Prom Night right after they’d made love on the golf course at the Country Club. Right after he’d lost his virginity. Just dumped him, and left him on the moist morning grass as the turgid sun rose somewhere  Mark, there, near the seventh hole, his tux jacket somewhere else in the world, cummerbund lost, shiny black shoes in a sand trap, and carnation shredded from passion.


  Still, he had his cufflinks, and a hazy memory of his first time. Emmie had given him that, and she was more of a human being than Michelle could ever hope to be.


  Unfortunately, Michelle and Emmie were best friends, so Mark knew that Michelle knew about his getting dumped in that way. She probably knew about how badly he’d fumbled with Emmie’s shiny blue prom dress, how he probably was less-than-perfect at the whole sexual thing, and how he may have said something stupid in the throes of coitus that really made Emmie dislike him once and for all.


  



  



  “You know, that dog has worms,” Mark said to her, in the car, still looking at the sloping mounds of her breasts through her open shirt. “And you letting him lick your face could put wet puppy spit full of microscopic worm larvae on your skin, and from there, they could get inside you. And when they do “


  “Only someone like you could come up with something that disgusting,” Michelle said.


  “I want to hear,” Dash said. He drove with one hand; he had a cigarette in the other.


  “The puppy has roundworms, and maybe tapeworms,” Mark said. “Almost all puppies have them. The puppy will get wormed soon, but right now, that poop inside that little crate probably has tiny strands of spaghetti  that wriggle.”


  “God!” Michelle shouted, kicking at the back of his seat. “Stop, now. Just stop.”


  “I want to hear it,” Dash said. “So what do they do?”


  Mark shrugged. “Well, to dogs and cats, a lot, but worming pills will take care of it, most likely. But when they get into people, it’s harder. They make little canals under the skin. They like to go for the eyes.”


  “You’re making that up,” Danny said.


  “No, for some reason, the roundworms can’t mature into adults in people. So the larvae just make do, and they seem to really like getting the tissue around the eyes.”


  “If,” Michelle said, slowly but with her usually dominating force, “you. Do. Not. Shut. Up. Right. Now.”


  “I won’t even go into the tapeworm possibility.”


  “Jenny Patterson had tapeworm when she was twelve,” Dash said. “Remember?”


  “No,” I said. “I didn’t know her back then.”


  “She had it, and she lost twenty pounds practically overnight. She was sick for a long time. She said it was pretty nasty.”


  “They grow inside you,” Mark said. “They grow as long as they can. They can fill your intestines, and just eat at you.”


  “I once saw a dead body that was opened up and full of worms,” Dash said. “I almost threw up when I saw them in her mouth.”


  “Shut up!” Michelle shouted; the puppy began whimpering; Dash laughed and accidentally dropped his cigarette; Michelle cried out something that Mark thought was “What,” and that’s when they hit something in the road.


  



  



  



  Four: The Deer


  



  



  



  The car didn’t just hit something in the road.


  It slammed into something like a brick wall.


  Sounds of brakes squealing, metal crunching and glass breaking filled Mark’s ears. He felt the world spin. His head knocked back into the head-rest of his seat. He slammed against the glove compartment, almost into the windshield. Something flicked against his scalp.


  Michelle screamed. Danny made a noise like he’d had the air knocked out of him. Dash whooped as if he enjoyed the ride; Mark wondered if the puppy was going to be okay.


  But it was over in a second.


  



  Mark opened his eyes and saw something dark and liquid covering the windshield.


  Not the windshield.


  His eyes.


  He reached up.


  “Shit.” He was bleeding. Something had cut his forehead.


  Someone touched him on the scalp.


  “Not much, Marco.” It was Dash. “Just a little blood. It just seems like a lot to you.” Then, “Everybody okay back there?”


  No answer.


  Whatever they’d hit had darted out in front of the car from the edge of the bundle of trees at a bend in the narrow road.


  Dash didn’t turn the headlights back on. Perhaps they didn’t even work. Mark wondered if something awful was going to happen now. If one of them was dead. Or if they’d killed an animal. Or if Dash’s parents would ground him and take away all his privileges for the summer and beyond.


  Mark wiped his face. It was a lot of blood for a little cut, but he felt the irregular slice at the top of his scalp, and it was, indeed, not much of a wound.


  “Lots of bleeding at scalp level,” Dash said. He grabbed a tissue and daubed it on Mark’s forehead. “See? All better. You knocked it on the dashboard.”


  “I thought I was dead.”


  “Maybe you are,” Dash said. “Maybe we all are. Maybe we’re dead but doomed to stay right here in this wreck and never leave the dark road.”


  “Hmm,” Mark said. “I think I saw that old Twilight Zone episode.”


  From the backseat, Danny gasped, “Oh my god, we hit a deer.”


  Michelle shouted out “Fuck!”


  The word seemed to stretch into an eternity of several seconds.


  Outside the car, the world was dark.


  For seconds, they were all silent again.


  Mark closed his eyes and wished it away. When he opened them again, he was still in the car, feeling bruised, a throbbing at the front of his scalp.


  



  “Is everybody okay?” Dash asked a second time, breaking the quiet. He didn’t bother turning around to check. He adjusted the rearview mirror, and glanced back.


  “I guess I’m ok,” Mark said, although the back of his neck hurt from the way he’d slammed back against the seat. His scalp stung.


  “Just a little upside down back here,” Danny said. “More beer, please.”


  “I’m fine. The puppy’s fine. As if you care,” Michelle said, coughing. “My arm hurts a little. And ow. My knee.”


  Dash began cussing up a storm. When it subsided, he looked at Mark, tapped him on the shoulder and gave a slight squeeze. “Damn, and I forgot to pay my insurance this month. I am so screwed.”


  


  It wasn’t a deer.


  At least as far as they could tell, although Danny insisted it had antlers, and since he was the drunkest of them, he was the least believed.


  



  Mark got out last, generally pissed off that they wouldn’t make it to Rachel’s party at all.


  They were somewhere between school, and the Sound, and it was a section of road he couldn’t quite identify. There were no lights in the distance. There was no traffic noise from some nearby highway. Trees all around, thick with leaves. The moon existed somewhere, but not where Mark stood.


  Dash had a flashlight and waved it around the front of the car.


  “This car is fucked,” Dash said. He spat out some more choice words, and Mark thought it was a bit like watching a three-year-old have a temper tantrum, the way Dash stomped around in a circle, muttering and shaking his head.


  “It is, truly,” Danny said. He hoisted a beer to his lips, and drank the entire bottle in one gulp. Then, he belched.


  The damage to the car was extensive. The front end had completely smashed inward, practically wrapped around the engine; the front axle was bent; and Danny made a joke that it was a miracle none of them was hurt.


  “Even the puppy,” Danny said. “Man, that was a hell of a deer.”


  “I didn’t see a deer,” Michelle said. She had put the puppy on a short leash and walked around the front of the car. “I saw some people. A few of them.”


  



  In the flashlight’s beam, she looked like a doll that had been through a windstorm. Pale white, her shirt half unbuttoned, her hair a mess. For a second, Mark thought her lip was cut, but it was just an odd shadow.


  “If we hit somebody, they’d be lying here screaming right about now,” Danny began, but Michelle gave him a harsh look that shut him up fast.


  “I saw these people. I didn’t see their faces or anything. I just saw a group of them. Maybe three. Maybe more.” She began crying a little.


  When the half moon came out from behind a cloud, beyond the trees, casting the slightest amount of light across the road, Mark noticed how her tears shone on her face.


  “Somebody hold me,” she said.


  Danny obliged; his arms wrapped around her. “No, babe, it was a deer. I’m sure it was.”


  “We killed some people,” Michelle said, but even as she said those words, it didn’t sound like she really believed it, seconds after saying it. “They all had shaved heads. They might’ve been monks or something. I know. It sounds crazy. Maybe it wasn’t people.”


  “We’re not far from the old church,” Danny said. “Maybe it was some monks.”


  “I didn’t see any monks,” Mark said.


  “Monks, skinheads,” Michelle said with a bit of venom in her voice. “I saw faces. And maybe one of them had antlers on.” Then, she laughed. “Oh, my god, it sounds ridiculous. I’ve had two beers exactly and I sound ridiculous.” She looked at Mark and Danny. “You would’ve seen it if it was people, wouldn’t you?”


  “Antlers?” Mark grinned.


  “What?” Dash let out a huge laugh, like a balloon popping.


  “Okay. Something on his head.”


  “It was dark,” Mark said.


  “Maybe,” Michelle began. Then, seemed to change her thought. “All right. If I saw them, they’d still be around.”


  “Well,” Dash clapped his hands together. “Mystery solved. You got bounced around back there. Maybe it jogged some memory or made you hallucinate.”


  “Well, I guess you three have talked me out of my mania,” Michelle said.


  “It was pretty dark, ‘chelle, and it happened pretty fast,” Dash said. He shook his head, chuckling. “Antler hats. Pretty good. Skinheads in antler hats.”


  Mark looked at Dash, but couldn’t read anything in his face.


  



  It was only later, when Dash went to take a leak with Mark, that Dash said, “It was them. The priests of the Nowhere. This is the night.”


  They stood at the edge of a mossy embankment that encircled what looked like a bog. Thin trees all around. Mark had the uncomfortable feeling that they weren’t alone. He kept looking off in the woods as if he would see Danny or Michelle standing there.


  Mark toggled his zipper and let loose a stream onto some twigs.


  “This is fun, no?” Dash asked. “We’re going to be part of a ceremony.”


  “What are you talking about?” Mark zipped up.


  “I guess I didn’t tell you. It's a sacred night. Remember in the Wacey Crossing story?”


  Mark did. There was a Wacey Crossing story about midsummer’s night, and how it was the weakest point of darkness in the world, so the Nowhere gods had their moment to come into the world of Man. It was a bit of a shivery tale, and Mark had a few nightmares after reading it.


  “It was just a story,” Mark said. “You nut.”


  “Everything Wacey Crossing wrote was true,” Dash said.


  Mark nearly looked at Dash straight on, but didn’t. It looked like Dash was pulling that toothbrush case-that-didn’t-hold-a-toothbrush out of his inside jacket pocket.


  Mark didn’t want to see the needle come out.


  Or see Dash use.


  



  



  Excerpt from “The Night of Changing” by Wacey Crossing, from the collection, In The Grave of the Devourer & Others published 1882, N.M. Quint & Sons Press, New York, NY. Used here with permission.


  



  …The one called Rowan motioned to Petra, a flourishing movement of hands that reminded me of fish, swimming. Petra left my side, and I was loathe to let drop her hand, for fear, for the terror I had begun to feel in my heart. She was my beloved, and she was too innocent for this night of madness. Her mind would become twisted from their heathen perversions and dark callings. I looked upon her in the shaded and sickly moonlight, upon her luxurious dark hair, her figure so lovely and dress of gossamer. I was afraid of what this Unholy Man would do to her, what he might take from her, as he had taken my peace from me.


  But it was too late. She had persuaded me to bring her, for she longed to speak again to her father. She begged me with tears and cries and silence until finally, weak man that I am, I allowed her to come with me to this ceremony.


  Gudrun took her hand, and brought her into the sacred circle, drawing down her cloak, and painting strange figured upon her face and neck.


  I did not know what to expect, for although I had been an initiate for nearly a year, I had not borne witness to this highest of their Holy Days, the shortest night of the year at Midsummer. From my studies, I knew that this was the thin sacred veil that flowed between the world of the Nowhere and the world we human beings occupied. The gods were at their most powerless to resist human intervention in their affairs. I was


  well aware that invocations would be made, that the Names would be said, and the seven words of power would be intoned over the exhumed grave of one of the early Masters.


  The bones of the Masters had been given, relic-like, to the handful of followers left in the world  one some distant European shore, hundreds of thousands of years ago. Each bone, whether a toe-bone or knuckle or entire skull, had been held in secret, and buried with one of the followers, and the circles of belief arose around the grave that held the relic.


  I had known that this particular spot of worship held a rib from an early Master. On this rib, these bones, the runes of Boediccaeringon had been carved. These, the last words uttered in a time of famine and torture in the west of the British Isles in those ancient times. It was used, they said, to ward off the invasions of Romans and Norsemen. I had never seen this sacred rib, but now, Gudrun held it.


  In the darkness, I saw only its knife-like appearance, curved slightly at the end.


  Then, Rowan drew close to her. I saw their shadows nearly touch, and it filled me with both jealousy and dread.


  And I knew what he was about. He had lied to me about what this ceremony was  yes, there was truth to his lie. But I knew in that instant that I would forever regret bringing Petra to this bloodthirsty tribe of worshippers.


  He was telling her the Words, and the Words were sacred and known only to the few.


  And the Words were the names of the Gods, the TRUE NAMES, THE NAMES OF TERRIBLE AND SWIFT POWER, NAMES THAT SHOULD NEVER HAVE BEEN REVEALED TO MANKIND!


  To know the secret names of the gods, to be able to say them aloud, had been brought by one who had come back from the dead thousands of years ago. The legend of the Words was that the one who brought them could not get rid of them. They were accursed to the one who knew them, for he could not resist saying them. Could not resist intoning the names of the gods, and this brought terror and panic into the world, and with it, disease and ill-begotten monstrosities. So the first Masters had found a way to put a lock upon them, so that only part of the Names could be said by one, and the Masters knew the completion of the Names  but no Master knew the entire Name to himself alone. The priests that followed the Masters shared the Names as well, and for each gathering, two priests or priestesses would know the Names, and could perform the ceremony if times were needed to invoke the Wrath of Gods. The flesh of the one who heard the Words could not resist saying them, for the Words went wormlike not into the brain, but into the lips and the throat, and remained there until the point of Death.


  Only in the last throes of Death would the Words emerge.


  I knew then to what end they used my beloved Petra.


  God have mercy on my soul that I had ever taken the woman I loved into their corrupt circle! Petra had been living within a world of despair since her dear father had died so horribly! Had I but known the lengths she would go to in order to reach him, in order to be with him again!


  She herself took the sharpened bone and thrust it into her breast, and as she died, I heard her utter some insane language, a string of vowels and consonants that made no earthly sense. She fell; the others held me back, though I fought them dearly to get to her.


  Rowan crouched down, a lion over its kill, and leaned into her ear to whisper something.


  I struggled free and escaped my captors. I fled deep into miasmic bogs and woods, running from the terror and evil of it all. The visions of what I’d seen in the dark, of the dancing and singing of the priests and their minions, their shadows against the darker shadows of night, and within their circle, Petra, dying  and with her last breath, the demonic language!


  At my apartment on Broad Street, I locked the door, and shuttered the window from the night. I lit candle after candle and lamp after lamp, to bring the brilliance of day into the late hours.


  I heard a rapping at my door at nearly three in the morning.


  She had found me. She had returned to me.


  How could I resist her? She was my heart. She was my soul.


  For her, I snuffed the candles, and turned down the lamps.


  I left the Nowhere into my room. My soul.


  Petra found me, before the morning had come.


  She showed me the visage of a god whose true name should have been destroyed millennia ago. In the ancient tongue of the Chaldeans and Babylonians, a savage, devouring god whose hunger for children and the innocent is never-ending….


  



  



  



  



  Five: Shelter


  



  



  They found nothing in the ditch on the side of the road  neither were there any people  or deer  moaning in the woods.


  “Whatever it was, it was big and strong.”


  “Brilliant deduction,” Michelle said.


  “A bear, maybe,” Dash said.


  “We got bears out here?” Danny asked.


  Michelle flipped out her cell phone. The green light came up, and she began punching in numbers. “You have triple A, Dash?”


  “No.”


  “Who you callin’?” Mark asked.


  Michelle turned her back to them.


  Then, she said, “Rachel? It’s ‘chelle. Listen, Dash wrecked his car out  no, we’re okay. Oh my god, I know,” she said, her voice dropping to a whisper as she said stuff that Mark was sure had to do with what geeks they were and how she’d been stuck riding with them because Danny was too drunk to drive. Then, her voice returned to normal. “No, no idea. We’re not far from some farmhouse. And a graveyard. Yep. We have a special gift for you. I am not telling. Can you send your brother out to Route --Rachel? Rachel? You’re breaking up. Damn it,” Michelle said, slapping her phone shut. She spun around. “You guys have a cell phone?”


  “I’m technologically challenged at the moment,” Dash shrugged, and went to grab a beer from the back of the car. When he got there, scrambling around the backseat, he shouted, “Jesus, Danny, did you drink two six packs?”


  “I don’t think so,” Danny said, looking at both Michelle and Mark with the look of an innocent puppy. “Did I?”


  “Found one. Wait, found three. No, five. Who wants a beer?”


  “I do!” Mark shouted.


  “Yeah,” Danny said.


  Michelle opened her cell phone again, and tried dialing. “We’re in one of those dead areas.”


  “Dead?” Danny grinned.


  “Can’t get through,” Michelle said, practically under her breath. She went over and stood beside Mark, and touched him lightly on the shoulder. “I guess we can’t just walk to the party? Jesus, Danny, you always have that damn cell phone.”


  “We can find another phone,” Dash said. “There’s that church.”


  “Or the farmhouse.”


  “Church is closer. There’s either going to be a payphone or an office phone in there.”


  The sky began dripping with rain. The soft distant rumble of thunder.


  “It’s coming back,” Danny said. “One-one-thousand, two-one-thousand.”


  A few seconds later a flash of lightning hit that was so bright it seemed to illuminate the forest, and for a moment, Mark thought he saw people standing there, behind some trees.


  Danny began counting again, and a louder rumble of thunder sounded.


  The rain began coming down fast, and Dash called out, “Come on, this way,” and Michelle put the puppy in the little carrier; Danny took it in his left hand and held her hand with his right, and they ran together. Mark jogged behind them all, down the now-slick road.


  Within minutes, Dash ran to the right, up the grass-covered path that led to the Old Church. Mud sloshed all around. The rain came down in sheets, and Danny was laughing and running, and the puppy in the carrier was barking; Mark held the flashlight up so they could see their way up the path, and couldn’t wait to get inside the church and be dry again.


  As they got closer to it, Mark noticed that there was a flickering light from within the church.


  



  “God, we should’ve just stayed in the car,” Michelle said.


  She was soaked, her hair, dripping, her shirt pasted to her breasts. “This feels a little déjà vu in the junior high department. I can’t wait to get out of this place and get to Northampton. May this be my last rainy night in Manossett.”


  “Yeah,” Danny said. Then, he added, “God, I feel wasted.”


  “I’m amazed you’re on your feet,” Michelle said, nearly cheerfully.


  “I can always go down the road to that farmhouse, too,” Mark said, not breaking eye contact with Michelle.


  “No need, Marco,” Dash said.


  They huddled inside the arched doorway of the church, Mark pressed against the thick wooden door.


  “This is more of a chapel than an actual church,” Dash said. “It’s one of the oldest in this area.”


  “It’s locked,” Danny said.


  



  The windows were all shuttered and locked from the inside, as well  Mark had checked when they’d first arrived.


  Lightning lit the night again, and Mark saw the rocky graveyard lit up. Again, he thought he saw people  a group of them there  but they seemed blurred to him, and he wasn’t sure if perhaps he should quit drinking beer.


  “This kind of place,” Dash said, “has to have a key. This isn’t the kind of hangout people worry about getting broken into. Not way the hell out here.”


  He felt around in the recesses of the arch as it peaked and then dipped, and cried out, “Gotcha!”


  He held up a thin round key. “Ask and it shall be given to you.”


  “Thank god,” Michelle said. “I just want to be somewhere dry.”


  Mark kept looking out through the heavy rain at the darkness of the graveyard. He heard the door open behind him. The puppy whimpered in its carrier, and Danny made baby noises to it as he lifted it and took it inside.


  One-one-thousand, two-one-thousand.


  The sky lit up with whiteness.


  There, in the graveyard, shadows of people.


  And what looked like an open grave.


  Then, darkness. Rain. The grumble and crack of thunder.


  



  



  “The world’s smallest chapel,” Dash said. “You probably know its history.”


  The chapel was one oblong room, with angles cut into it to create recesses with shrines along its gray stone walls.


  Mark noticed the windows first  barely slits to let in light, with stained glass in them. The shutters outside were deceptive  they were large, and made Mark think the place had large windows as well. When he and Dash had been in the graveyard before, they’d never thought to venture in the church itself. It was a plain, nearly bare church, with flat, long benches for pews. The altar looked very much like a wide flat stone of four or five feet in length, and two feet wide.


  There were fat long candles in brass holders up and down the aisles, all lit.


  “Well, there’s no phone here,” Michelle said. “At least it’s dry.”


  “Yeah. And it’s better than being out there.”


  “How’s the puppy?” she asked.


  Danny crouched beside the carrier and looked in. “Doing fine. Chewing on his rawhide.”


  “Damn,” Dash said. “My ciggies are ruined.” He held his pack of Marlboros up.


  “I have some,” Mark said. He reached into his pocket, and drew out two cigarettes. “Got a lighter?”


  “I do,” Danny said, feeling in his pockets.


  “I got matches,” Dash said, withdrawing some from within his jacket. “And shockingly, they’re dry. Five left.” He struck one against the matchbook, and Mark passed him a cigarette.


  “You keep these,” he passed the matches to Mark once he’d begun puffing on the cigarette. Mark thrust the matches into the back pocket of his jeans. “You got four more cigarettes and four more matches. Perfect, Marco.”


  “I hope Rachel appreciates the effort we go to for her birthday,” Michelle said. She reached into her handbag and withdrew a comb. She ran it through her hair, her head tilting sideway. She wandered over to one of the pews near the front of the chapel. “So now what?” She patted the bench where she sat, and Danny sat down beside her. Soon his arm was around her waist, and she leaned against his shoulder, looking up at the candles at the altar. “This is one ugly chapel. Those puritans really  holy crap, look at that!” she pointed toward the curved wall behind the altar.


  Mark immediately looked up. Behind the flickering candle, there was a painting that reminded him of something from his sophomore European History book. It was nearly medieval looking  a faded painting of what seemed to be several monks, their heads shaved in tonsure.


  “Those look like the guys I saw,” Michelle gasped, and then giggled. “How bizarre.”


  “Oh yeah, the monks we hit,” Dash said, his voice brimming with contempt. "The ones wearing antlers."


  “Gives me the creeps, a little,” Michelle said. “Now I really wish we’d stayed in the car.”


  “And risk getting hit from behind by another car? No thank you,” Dash said. “What good would that do? Your cell phone won’t work. I know this place. I’m sure there’s a phone in it.”


  Mark said something about how seeing a painting of monks in a chapel was not the strangest thing in the world, but the whole time he felt like he was lying. Wasn’t sure why, but there was something funny about the painting.


  He walked up the aisle to get a closer look. Stepped up the worn, uneven stone steps to the altar.


  The monks had faces that were like softened inverted triangles, and large wise eyes. There were four of them. In one of their hands, there was what looked like a thin white flute that bore markings  Hebrew? Latin? Mark had no idea. As he gazed at it in the shimmering candlelight, he thought it might be the thin tusk of some wild animal rather than a flute. One of the monks held a round stone in his hand, or perhaps it was a large wafer of some kind. Again, this had strange marking upon it. The third monk held both his hands out. The third monk’s hands were merely presented as having nothing in them.


  But the fourth monk in the group held a small human skull in his hands.


  The skull had small bumps along its scalp  two just above the forehead. And its front row of teeth seemed unusually sharp, nearly wolf-like.


  



  “It’s funny,” Mark said.


  Behind him, Michelle. She had gotten up and looked around the altar, too. “What?”


  “I was sure I’d been in here once. A long time ago. Some time. But I guess I never have. I’ve been outside before. But never in here. I’ve never even seen anyone go in here before.”


  “Look at this,” Michelle said. He turned, and she was reading something off the top of the slab.


  He went to look. The stone tablet was covered with a stubble of mold or some kind of dusty lichen. Michelle brushed some of it off. “Look at that, Mark,” she said, pointing to something carved into the stone.


  Mark thought the drawing was a squiggle of circles and lines intersecting  some abstract Christian imagery. He noticed that it had eyes.


  “It’s some kind of bird,” she said.


  “Or bug. Look at its wings. There are four of them,” Mark said. In his mind, the words Swarmgod of the Thousand Stingers seemed to surface. Words beneath the carved figure. “Is this Aramaic or something?”


  “It’s Latin,” Dash said from the back of the room. “Or Greek.”


  “I took Latin in ninth grade,” Michelle said. “It doesn’t look like anything I remember.”


  “Then it’s Greek,” Dash said. “I’ve been in here before. I got a guided tour. This is one of the oldest churches in New England.”


  “How old?” Michelle asked, idly, her eyes never leaving the altar top.


  “I would guess the 1600s.”


  “No, wait, I know what language this is. This is just French,” Michelle said. “It’s just carved in the stone with such a strange script, I didn’t notice it. Let’s see, this means, no, maybe it’s not French. It’s something I recognize.” She leaned against the stone tablet. “Why would the pilgrims write in Greek? Or French?”


  “I’m sure more than just pilgrims have been using this in the past five hundred or so years,” Mark volunteered.


  “That’s right,” Dash said.


  “This is Latin, this part of it.” Michelle’s fingers traced the engraving. “VE. DEU. VI. Well, it’s all broken up. It could mean anything. And what the hell is that? It looks like a round mouth full of sharp teeth.”


  “Deu is probably Deus,” Mark said. The words seemed to be in his head: The Devourer. She Who Befouls The Night. The Pope of Pestilence.


  “Maybe,” Michelle nodded. “These drawings are fascinating. They almost look like caveman paintings. This word  AMOR. That’s easy. Unless it’s part of a longer word  too bad it got rubbed away here. I just wish I could figure out the letters in between.”


  “I didn’t know you studied Latin,” Mark said.


  “Two years, but I switched to French junior year. I stopped enjoying it,” Michelle said. Then she arched an eyebrow. “What, you think I’m just some dumb rich girl skating through life?”


  “No, no, really, I don’t,” Mark said.


  “Well, there’s always more to people than you think. Even you and your buddy,” Michelle offered a sweet smile. “I’ll probably major in comparative lit at Smith, if I can take German and handle it at the same time. Someday, maybe I’ll translate great works of literature. Or be a foreign correspondent.”


  “Or a spy,” Dash said.


  Mark almost wanted to tell Dash to shut up. He had his own interest in language, and had been studying Spanish in school, but had wanted to learn French, too. He looked at Michelle carefully, as if seeing her for the first time. She noticed, and laughed.


  “I guess it takes a car wreck and a storm for us to get along,” she said. He felt warmth from her, just standing beside her. Connecting in some way that he never thought he could with a girl like Michelle.


  “Well, obviously, there’s no phone here,” Dash said. “Maybe we better take a hike.”


  “Yeah,” Mark said, feeling a bit more like a man.


  “I’ll be fine here. I’m going to try and decipher this stuff,” Michelle said. “Danny, you want to go with them?”


  Danny, the puppy in his lap, made a motion that seemed to indicate that the puppy needed him.


  “Me and Mark will go to that farmhouse,” Dash said. “You two stay here. What, it’s maybe a mile down the road?”


  Mark nodded. “Yeah.”


  “We can run.”


  “Sure,” Mark said, but dreaded the rain.


  “You two just continue the party here, dry off, and we’ll be back,” Dash said. “Feel free to chug the last beer, Danny.”


  



  The rain had slowed to a steady but light sprinkling. The lightning was off in a distant sky, barely lighting the path from the old church.


  “Okay, now, here’s what we do,” Dash said.


  “What’s all this?” Mark said.


  “Huh?”


  “‘Huh?’ You planned this,” Mark said. “I know you did. What is all this? The church. The crash. Huh?”


  “Come on, Marco, I told you, we’ll have a little fun.”


  “It’s not fun. It’s the opposite of fun. Fun would be the party. Fun would be anywhere but here.”


  They walked out among the graves. Mark kept the flashlight on the ground to avoid any rocks and stones.


  “She’s a bitch, you know that? Don’t let her fool you with all that Latin shit. She spent half of high school thinking that guys like you and me are less than toads, so don’t suddenly get all sugary just because she shows you her rack.”


  “Maybe we are less than toads, Dash. Maybe all this Nowhere crap makes us warts on toads.”


  “Blasphemy.” Dash reached over and slapped him hard on the face.


  It stung. Mark reached up and touched his cheek.


  “Tonight is the night.” Dash said grabbed him by the elbow, and pulled him close to him. The flashlight fell from Mark’s hand. Dash’s breath was all beer. “Look, you’ve known since you were thirteen that you were going to be part of this. You knew. And tonight is the night. Just like in the book. It’s the Night of Lifting the Veil. It is nearly midnight. It is midsummer’s night. The shortest night of the year. The night when the veil between our world and the world of the Nowhere is thinnest.”


  Mark laughed. “Come on, Dash. Come on.”


  He pulled away from Dash, walking ahead on a narrow, scraggly path between gravestones. “Get real.”


  Then, Mark thought he saw something before him  some shape that was all shadow, and he saw that at the edge of the graveyard, like a gate, there were people standing there, in long coats or cloaks, he wasn’t sure, but he could see them.


  He heard Dash groan behind him.


  Sound of sudden movement.


  Mark was about to turn around to see what was wrong, when something hit him hard on the side of the head, and he was out.


  



  Mark awoke a few seconds later, feeling dizzy. His vision blurred. All shadows and scant moonlight around him.


  The rain kept coming down.


  He lay in mud.


  He thought he saw others there, those people, those monks, whoever and whatever they were, and it seemed nearly natural to see them. He almost expected them. Had it all been true? Had everything Dash had been telling him about the Nowhere  all those stories  been true?


  He lay there, blinking, in the rain.


  Of course, a cult could survive. There were all kinds of cults and religions in the world. But right here? In Manosset, in the 21st century? And could they be so backward and ignorant as to truly believe that there were gods with such ridiculous names as She Who Befouls the Night?


  But those were just nicknames. He knew that from the Wacey Crossing stories. All names for the gods were not their true names. Their true names were only known by those who held the power.


  The back of his head throbbed.


  He looked up into Dash’s face, shadowed with night.


  Were they alone? He felt alone.


  “Here’s the thing. You’ve got to listen very carefully, Marco. Very carefully. There are words, and they’re on this,” Dash pressed something into Mark’s hand. His fingers curled around it instinctively. “Sometimes, the god that enters gets out of hand. And has to be stopped. The words will stop the god. The words are the only thing that stops the god. Listen. Just lie there and listen or I will hit you again so hard so help me god Marco you might never wake up. Listen! This is so important,” Dash said.


  Was he weeping? Was it rain? Mark couldn’t tell.


  “I have to fulfill something here. It is my destiny. I am chosen for something, and tonight is the night. When this happens  and it has only happened nine times since the dawn of recorded history, Marco, nine times, I will be the tenth. I will be the tenth, and this hasn’t been arrived at lightly. They are very smart people. They have waited more than a thousand years in their religion to allow this to happen again. They feel it’s time. And I am the one. But you have got to remember the words when you hear them, Marco. I can only say them once. You are the only one who can stop this with the words. Only the one I…I,” Dash’s voice broke.


  Then, strength returned.


  “Only the one I have given my heart to can stop this once it starts. And the words have got to be remembered. These others,” Dash nodded to darkness, although Mark saw no one, “they have had their tongues cut out lest they utter the words. The one who told me, taught me, drilled me in this -- he's dead. I can say the words to you, but you must remember them. And with the words, I will tell you the names of the gods. This is an enormous responsibility. The world is corrupt. The time of human life is nearly over. The gods want to return and end the stupidity of this race of men. The names of the gods,” he leaned into Mark’s face, and pressed his mouth to Mark’s ear, he began whispering something that Mark tried to remember as soon as he heard it.


  “There’s really a Nowhere?” Mark asked, pleading in his voice.


  “Oh,” Dash sighed. “Marco, wait til to you see it. I mean really see it. There’s something you need to drink. Here, sit up.”


  Mark felt Dash’s hand slip behind his neck. “It’s easier to see like this.”


  Mark moaned a little  the pain at the back of his scalp intensified. “You hit me too hard.”


  “Sorry.” Dash withdrew the hypodermic needle from the plastic case.


  “What  what are you  what  don’t,” Mark whispered.


  “It’ll take the pain away. And you’ll understand. You’ll see. You will really see,” Dash said, and he held Mark’s arm down, tore his shirtsleeve up to his bicep. Dash squeezed his bicep, and then Mark felt the needle go in, twisting into his flesh.


  “This isn’t junk. This is ambrosia. Believe me,” Dash whispered. “You’ll have a taste of the Nowhere. What it really can be like.”


  



  



  The sensation of floating, but not floating.


  Hands moved in bird-like blurs before his eyes.


  It was already morning. The rain had stopped. The sun was out.


  But the sun was white, not a warm yellowish gold, it was white  all the light was pure white in the sky.


  Mark sat up against the gravestone. The throbbing in his head was gone. The trees were funny, the woods seemed weird. Something moved along the bark of the trees. Snakes and worms wriggled along them.


  The strange thing was: some things were missing. The trees themselves didn’t move in a light wind; and there was no rain, although there had been second before.


  Dash was there, only he was Dash with a difference: he seemed better looking. Color in his face. A rosy glow. His eyes were like a little boy’s  all happy and expectant. Mark’s eyes went in and out of focus. He heard a strange humming in his head. He looked at his hands, and he saw them as liquid, contained within some invisible boundary that defined “hand.” When he waved his hand, some molecules of flesh dispersed  just a few -- and seemed to form into an insect of some type in the air  a ladybug, flying off.


  “Ain’t it cool?” Dash asked. “It’s like the world only different. If you stay still, you disappear. Watch.”


  Dash closed his eyes and mouth, and clasped his hands together. Within seconds, he seemed to evaporate like steam.


  Then, he laughed, and suddenly was there again. “The world we’re used to has to move a lot or make noise for things in The Veil to see it. Otherwise you become invisible, even to the gods. It’s a strange place, no?”


  Dash kept laughing, but it all seemed to move slowly, and Dash drew back his black t-shirt, tearing it, only it didn’t tear like fabric. It formed droplets of black goo that absorbed against his green jacket.


  Then, Dash pressed his hand against his pale, hairless chest and drew back the skin  not as if it were cut or scraped, but in that liquid medium, as if Dash himself were a soap bubble  malleable and shifting, but within a boundary that kept the liquid in place.


  Dash’s fingers went deeper into his flesh. He drew out what appeared to be a pulsing mass of purple and poppy red.


  Smiling, Dash brought it closer to Mark’s face.


  “My heart,” he said. “My heart and your heart.”


  Dash reached into Mark’s chest, and it tickled. Mark laughed, and felt Dash’s fingers inside his flesh, moving along the organs within his ribcage.


  A feather-like tickle of his heart.


  All the while, the liquid between their bodies, the floating droplets, merged and mixed, splashing together.


  Dash held both hearts for Mark to see.


  “We’re brothers,” Dash said.


  “The Veil,” Mark murmured, feeling particularly good, as if he had never know what it meant in life to feel good.


  Dash nodded. “Yep. The Veil. From a garden that existed thousands and thousands of years ago. A garden destroyed by mankind when it learned the secret names of the gods. But the wise ones who knew its value rescued this flower and its seed. And they’ve planted it and cared for it in secret all these years, Marco. And it shows you the real world. The Nowhere. If I told you this was Eden itself, wouldn’t you believe me? Look, we flow. Look at the sky. This is night, Marco. Not daylight. This is true night. The blackness is an illusion. See? Look “ Dash pointed to the sky. An eel wriggled in the white air as if it were moving through rippling milk. “This is the realm of the gods. This is what we’re blinded to. This is what the Nowhere people know. And always have. We can’t be here long. We can’t take The Veil too much. It’s addictive, but it can be horrible as well as beautiful. Do you see now? Marco? How beautiful? Marco, I’ve seen magnificent cities on the surface of the sea  I’ve seen creatures that have only been drawn in ancient texts  sea monsters, mermaids, all here, all within The Veil. And the gods, too. They cause what happen in our world, but we are blinded and cannot see  we see through darkness. The Nowhere is the true light.”


  “I feel a little sick,” Mark said, reaching to his stomach. “Sick.”


  “It’s your first time. But you’ll get used to it. You’ll enjoy it more. Right now, you can only tolerate a few minutes. But later, you’ll be able to have more of it. I’ll show you amazing things, brother. Amazing. One more beautiful than the next,” Dash said, and then he held something in the air. It looked like a white horn -- or an animal bone? Writhing around it, tiny red insects. “You’ll come out of this in a minute or two, Marco. When you do, you must say the names as soon as I’ve said the first part. And if it gets too much out of hand, you can stop it. There’s always a way to stop it. Just remember the Words. They’re here, on this bone. See?" He said them quietly and made Mark repeat them. "The Words are hard to remember. But once you hear the names you can’t forget, even if you try. You hear them and your molecules take them in and hold them. The flesh remembers. You have to say the names as soon as you see me die.”


  “Die?” Mark looked at him, uncomprehending. “You’re going to die?”


  “Not really. Not die like you think. You ready?” Dash held the bone in front of his chest.


  He began saying the first halves of the names of the gods of the Nowhere.


  



  Alone, with Dash, in the rain.


  Out of The Veil. In the real world. The ordinary, awful world again.


  Mark sat up.


  Sky, black. The earth, sucking mud.


  Taking the smooth thin bone, Dash pressed the sharpened end of it into his chest.


  Mark reached for the bone, pulling it out. “No, Dash, please, no!”


  As he let out a final breath, Dash whispered the names of the gods.


  



  When Dash’s eyes were closed, Mark said the last half of the names. He didn’t know how he could remember them  they were a long string of sounds and clicks and howls. They hurt his ears to say, like a strangely out of tune sound of pipes being played from his throat.


  He almost wanted to say the Words, as well, out of fear.


  The Words that could stop this.


  But he hesitated. He tried to think of the Words, but none of them came to him. He tried to remember Dash's voice speaking them, but it was like a wall of silence.


  Then, Dash opened his eyes again.


  They glowed like the ends of cigarettes in the dark.


  



  



  



  



  Six: The Church


  



  



  Mark began shivering in the darkness as he watched what had been Dash rise to its feet. It no longer seemed to be Dash, not in the sense that he had felt Dash had been. It had tglowing eyes, and its teeth were sharp at the ends, small nails of teeth, and even in the moonlight, Mark could see the way spurs had burst from his joints - elbows and knees -- and writhing worms, long night-crawlers, moved along his fingers.


  “Nowhere is here,” Dash grinned, and for a second, Mark thought it was a trick.


  The drug, perhaps. Still lingering in his system.


  Of course. The drug. The Veil.


  The needle that had gone in his arm.


  “Jesus,” Dash said. “I’m hungry.”


  



  Dash turned, glancing toward the church. Then, back to Mark. “You’re not going to understand this, Mark. If you could see what I see, you would.”


  The red eyes burned and then seemed to fade into Dash’s normal eyes.


  Mark heaved a sigh  it must’ve been the drug. He was still hallucinating. He still felt weak and dizzy, and he had to sit down again. His head was spinning.


  It was the drug. That’s all it was. None of it had happened.


  “Look, give me a minute,” Dash said. “You need to rest. You’re going through a lot. Shit, I’ve been through a lot.”


  Mark turned, and threw up onto a gravestone. He wiped his mouth; a sickly sweet taste lingered in his throat. The Veil.


  When he turned around, Dash was gone; by the time Mark rose up on his feet, he thought he saw some enormous winged bird  almost a pterodactyl, given its wingspan  landing at the door to the old church; but it was a man  no, it was Dash.


  Mark walked toward the church, lurching with each step, stopping every few feet to cough.


  God, what if I die? What if that drug kills me? He slid in the mud and had to pick himself up. His heart beat rapidly. It was poison. I’m going to die.


  By the time he reached the door to the old church, he heard Danny’s shout.


  



  The candles along the altar were lit. It was warm and humid within the church, as if the summer storm had turned it into a steam room.


  “What the fuck?” Danny laughed. “Holy shit, what the hell have you been drinkin’, Dashy? Or maybe it’s me, maybe it’s just me!” He was beer-soaked at this point; the last couple of bottles of beer lay beside him on the stone altar. Michelle glanced up  they were making out, which is what they seemed to do whenever they had five minutes to themselves.


  “Dash, don’t, just  just  get away,” Mark shouted from the doorway. He stepped into the back of the church. “Just come outside!”


  “Oh Danny boy, the pipes, the pipes are callin’,” Dash began to sing, and practically skipped into the church. Danny had his pants off, briefs intact, button-down shirt still on with a few buttons missing; Michelle’s shirt was open; she made an annoyed sound in the back of her throat.


  “Sorry to interrupt, lovebirds,” Dash said.


  “Get the hell outta here,” Danny said, but he began laughing  it must have struck him as funny to be caught nearly doing it with his girl on the altar of this rat-hole church.


  Michelle pushed Danny away and began closing her shirt up.


  “Enough,” she said.


  “Just a little fun,” Dash said.


  Mark stood at the entrance to the church, watching Dash, unsure of what he was really seeing. Dash seemed to move with a grace he’d never had before, like a dancer or gymnast, and he went right up to the altar and pressed his hands down on two of the candles to snuff them out.


  Only one left.


  “Dash!” Mark called out. “Come on, let’s go. This won’t be fun.”


  Dash turned back to him, and in the final candle’s glow, laughed a little  laughed the way he would when they’d first met, back in eighth grade, a let’s-have-fun laugh, and said, “Oh, wait and see.”


  Then, he snuffed the last candle out. The room was plunged into darkness.


  “Hey, who turned off the lights?” Danny shouted.


  Mark saw shadows against shadows. Michelle started cussing, and saying she just wanted to get the puppy and get to the party, and why didn’t her cell phone work? Danny began laughing and telling her that it was going to be better in the dark, but Mark heard a strange groaning sound.


  The door behind him slammed shut, as if by a great wind.


  But there had been no wind.


  And then, the screaming began.


  



  Mark’s first instinct was to run away; but he moved forward in the darkness, hitting against one of the long benches. He dug into his jeans for the matches, and drew them out.


  Only four left in the matchbook.


  He lit one, and for a fizzing few seconds, the light lit up the room  there was Michelle, screaming, and something with enormous leathery wings, and crab-like appendages studding its body  it was Dash but it was no longer Dash it had hold of Danny by the throat and was shaking him hard, side to side.


  The match went out.


  



  Another match; he struck it, and it flared up for a moment.


  Michelle was running toward him, halfway there her eyes were wide and seemed to have lost all intelligence 


  A creature that seemed both insect and dragon  it was only an impression, like the flash of a dream  chewing on Danny’s scalp --


  Mark dropped the match. Darkness blinded him.


  



  Gurgling sounds followed, and then the wet shredding noise and cracking of bones.


  He heard footsteps near him -- Michelle? Brushing past.


  Dash’s voice:


  “Yesssss,” snakelike and hollow. “Marco, the Nowhere is here, you helped bring it, it’s all true,” and then the sounds of a dreadful slobbering and gobbling, as of a wild dog swiftly devouring prey.


  



  Mark drew out a third match, and struck it in the matchbook.


  Dash stood so close to him that they were practically touching.


  Shocked by the closeness, Mark dropped the match, and it went out.


  



  In that second, he had seen the white and pink worms encircling Dash’s throat and hands, growing in pulsating movements from his flesh, and soft fuzzy tendrils gently fluttering from his bare waist and ribcage.


  His mouth painted a dark red.


  In his arms, he cradled what was left of Danny’s body. Torn and ragged, more meat that human.


  “Any shape I desire,” Dash said, and tossed Danny’s remains to Mark when the darkness again engulfed him.


  



  Mark felt the nausea sweep through him; he dropped the body, and turned to run, but fell to his knees instead.


  “Pray to your little god,” Dash said. “Pray like a good altar boy. But you’re in the wrong place, Marco. This is the altar of the Nowhere. The Church of the Veil. Now, where do you think Michelle’s run off to? Not outside. I made sure the door was shut tight and locked. She must be here. Hiding. Oh, yeah! This makes it more of a game, doesn’t it? But I can see with more than eyes now. You know that, Marco. You’ve been through The Veil. You know that it’s a world of liquid white now.”


  Mark wanted to cry out, or scream, but his voice had abandoned him  or else he had screamed so much in the past few moments  without realizing it -- that he had none left. He felt cold and hot at the same time.


  The Words. Remember the Words.


  You can stop him with them. They’re the words of ending. The god will return to The Veil. The Words. He imagined the bone with all the scratching on it. Dash's voice saying the Words and making him repeat them back.


  Some kind of trick.


  “I can hear her breathing,” Dash said. “She's gonna love what I do to her. I hope you’re there to see it, Marco. I hope you’ll partake.”


  Mark thought he heard Michelle cry out from behind him.


  “Run! Get out! Michelle! Just get out!”


  The sound of her sobs echoed.


  “It’s locked!” she cried out, banging on the door, “Somebody! Somebody help me! Help!”


  “Michelle! Shut up! Just shut up!” Mark yells. “Stay still and shut up!”


  It needs movement and noise. Maybe it will leave now that it had Danny. Dear Jesus help us. Help her.


  The Words.


  Remember them.


  



  



  



  



  Seven: The Ending, In Darkness


  



  



  And so, in the room in the church, the thing in the dark feels his ankles.


  He has pressed himself against the wall, halfway between scared shitless and ready to do something  anything  to keep it from going after Michelle.


  Slick and sticky and wormy, it seems to lick his calves with its feelers.


  Michelle by the door, moaning out little noises  and the thing that Dash has become is slithering and feeling its way over to her.


  In Dash’s mind, he must be seeing the whiteness of the darkness. He must be seeing the liquid move, and the unseen things that wriggle in the air and along the walls.


  Dash must see Michelle, too, not as a terrified young woman of eighteen, but as some collection of molecules to be devoured, to be fed upon, to increase its happiness and its mission as it moves through the world, but sees and feels all through The Veil that Dash has now destroyed within himself.


  The last of the tendrils that Dash-thing drags with him slides away from Mark’s foot.


  Leaving him. Letting him go.


  Moving toward her.


  She is groaning as if she can’t contain her fear.


  And then, she lets out a bloodcurdling scream  and another, and another in quick succession.


  



  He hears the throaty laugh. “Come on, it’s only me, Michelle, come on,” Dash says, and for a fleeting instant Mark thinks that it might be a game. It might just be all fake. The drug! Yeah! It’s the drug! It was some kind of illusion. Some trick of light and dark. A bad acid flashback.


  This is some kind of trip. This isn’t the real world.


  Michelle’s sobbing, with screamlets in her voice, jagged shards of sound.


  Get to Danny. Someone on him. Jacket. Jeans. A lighter.


  It’s afraid of light. The Nowhere can’t exist where there’s any light. Any genuine light. If darkness is light to it, than surely light is its own kind of darkness.


  “You always wanted me, Michelle, you always did,” the thing that Dash has become says. “Rachel told me how you thought I was quirky and cool, and when she did, when she whispered those things to me, it got me so revved up, baby, and I knew that someday, you and I would have this moment.”


  As he spoke, Mark hears the whirring sound again  a soft, rapid fluttering.


  If I just get to Danny’s jacket, Mark thinks. The lighter.


  “Please,” Michelle whimpers. “Dash, please. Don’t hurt me. Please. Oh god. Please.”


  Her “please” becomes the sound of bleating. In a horrible way it’s funny, it sounds like a joke, but Mark knows it’s not.


  Why doesn’t she try to run? Is it blocking her way? Mark estimates that he can get to the doorway, to where Danny’s body rests. He can grab the jacket, and thrust his hand into the pockets. He can get the lighter, flick it up, and scare it away.


  Scare that creature away.


  “Oh, Michelle, baby,” it says. “I want to love you so badly. I want you to be my girl, don’t you know that?”


  “Please,” she said in such an awful tone that tears came to Mark’s eyes even as he takes a step toward the opposite corner of the room.


  “Take my hand, Michelle, don’t be afraid,” it says. “I want to love all of you in every way.”


  The sound changes  it feels like an alarm has gone off somewhere. A sound like hissing and spitting and the crack of a whip.


  “No!” Michelle screams, “Oh my god, oh my god, god, god, god, god!” Her screams turn into giggles and jets of laughter.


  Mark races to Danny’s body, pushing through the wetness, tearing the shorts from what remains of the lower half of him, sifting quickly through the pockets until he finds something cylindrical and hard.


  The lighter.


  Hang on, Michelle.


  The sounds are wet and bubbling. Michelle is moaning, as if she has been swiftly gagged.


  Mark turns, flicking the lighter.


  Doesn’t light up.


  Flick! Again no light.


  Then, it lights.


  



  A small flame erupts from the lighter.


  He cups it in his hand, a yellow and rosy glow around his palm.


  He calls out to Dash, but the splattering noise and that whirring has begun again 


  Mark brings the flame up to see 


  Shadows cast against the old bare wall of the room.


  He sees what looks like the spread wings of a gigantic shiny beetle, and long white and pink worms slender tentacles  moving between Dash’s body, which floats barely a foot in the air  holding Michelle  caressing her  she struggles against it -- the worms inside her mouth, her nose, tearing her shirt off, scraping at her skin until it is nothing but torn flaps hanging down  the wormy tendrils shooting and pulsing from Dash’s mouth and eyes and ears -- his ribcage opens like two doors creaking apart  and long feathery whips emerge and stroke her skin  Mark feels frozen in terror  the worms are wriggling, from Dash’s ribcage  boring out from them, feathery, barnacle-like fans  moving swiftly, tickling her breasts and along her ribs  and her eyes are wild and the worm-appendages of the thing reach into her ears  and they are 


  Mark shouts, “I have light! You have no power in the light!”


  He waves the flame around, his arm outstretches, his body taut. “I’ll set you on fire!”


  Shivering, he walks toward Dash, what Dash has become, to the beetle-like wings, four of them, spread wide, with a layer of nearly-transparent wings in between.


  Bone in one hand, lighter in the other, the flame shooting up high.


  Mark tries to read the bone, but he can’t  not while Michelle is still…


  But he tries. The symbols on the bone seem different than they did before. They seem to have smudged or moved around, and he can’t quite see them for the flickering light.


  With the light, he can see the sores and pustules along Dash’s spine.


  Dash turns for a moment, his face covered with many small black eyes, and he says, his words rapid-fire and ripe with excitement, “The light has no power over me, Mark. Not once the incarnation has happened. All the world is white light. Once in the flesh, I’m indestructible. Unless you remember the Words. But you don’t, do you? You will never read the bone, will you? How can you? Only the priests who have studied for decades can remember them, can speak them,” and then the creature turns about to Michelle’s beatific and glowing form, the blood shining along her body, and begins devouring her like a spider feeding upon a wriggly fly caught in its web, “Oh, so delicious, such a deleecious treat,” Dash says, his mouth foaming with white and red.


  Then, his opening body, like a mouth, covering her, a Venus flytrap, a devourer.


  Mark moves toward him and thrusts the flame against his neck, but the worms shoot out from beneath the wings and tear the lighter from his fingers.


  The creature turns, its face bubbling with sores, its eyes blinking in unison.


  It regards Mark with some interest.


  The wings close, and it floats inches downward until it touches the floor.


  Then, it shoots slender tentacles around Mark’s ribs. He presses against them, but he can’t pull free.


  It lifts him up, and he feels the invasive, parasitic wormy fingers moving against the holes in his ears, pressing down onto his lips, forcing them open. Lower, his navel is stretching as the worms push inward. Wave after wave of nausea hits him.


  The slick, wet tendrils pry the sacred bone from his fingers.


  What feel like bundles of worms thrust down the back of his throat.


  He feels the sharp jab against his stomach 


  the bone 


  going into him.


  



  Dash’s voice, nearly sweet, whispering along with the dreadful humming of the wings as they move rapidly, “I won’t let you hurt for long, Marco. I want you and me to be together. We can do anything now. Anything, and we’ll bring the Nowhere into daylight. We’ll tear The Veil.”


  



  



  Dying? Mark wonders as pain seeps through him. Blood is pouring from his stomach and legs.


  Dash, in the dark, seeming human, seeming not to have a thousand wormy tentacles and barnacle feathers, lifts Mark up.


  Lifts him with two arms. Broken bones shift; freezing pain.


  No screams left in him. Mark is sure now that he screamed the whole time that the creature slaughtered Michelle.


  Through the narrow hall.


  Smell of fresh air. Outside again. Sky is clear. Moonlight, very little, but enough.


  



  Dash strips Mark’s shirt off, and with his fingernails scratches markings on his chest and stomach. “You can be like this, too. Just like we said. We never have to be apart. We can be in the Nowhere.”


  “No,” Mark tries to lift his head, but can’t. “Please, I need help, Dash.”


  Dash lets out what can only be a sigh of contentment. “None of this has to change who we are. This is just the god thing. It’s what gods have to do. Look, Mark, I know things now. I gained knowledge. Yeah, it hurts some, and part of me feels bad, but when it takes me over, man, you have got to experience this. It’s like…like life. Like there’s no darkness at all. There’s a whole other world you can see when you’re like this. You can see things without your eyes. You have feelers. You have these parts of you that can stretch out and find things without even opening your eyes. And them? Michelle and Danny? Shit, they’re in another place. Death isn’t bad for them. They’re the food of the gods, that’s all, They’re chow. Gods eat life. That’s how it goes. The god of grass eats grass and the god of the flesh eats flesh, you can’t have life without this. It’s something we’ve all gotten away from, but the worshippers, the priests of the Nowhere, they’ve known. They’ve kept the ritual. They’ve put themselves at one with the gods to do this. We are anointed ones, we are gods in flesh, you can’t be afraid, you can’t look at this with the same eyes you had before, not once it’s happened. It’s stupid and human of you to do it. When you die, you’re not going over there. You’re going to come back here. Do you know what the gods are? Do you? Do you?”


  A hiss that might’ve been contempt came from Mark’s lips as he looks up at the dark figure.


  “The gods are creatures, just like us, but they don’t have boundaries. They reshape themselves at will. They let their hunger loose. Their lusts. Their wants. We think things happen because we do them or there are natural laws, but Marco, there aren’t natural laws  the gods make things happen, they make it all go. But their names are power. I have the power. It’s within me,” Dash says, passion swelling in his voice. “I can be anything, Marco. Anything.”


  



  



  Mark, in the muddy grass, at the edge of the grave.


  He looks up at what once had been Dash.


  What is still Dash.


  The moonlight is soft around his face. Dash has a beautiful face. Dash has an ugly face.


  Michelle. Danny. Gone. In less than an hour.


  It still looks enough like Dash, with his hair, stringy from rain, matted with mud. His longish jaw and his eyes that shine even in the absence of light.


  Just two eyes. Two human eyes. No thousand eyes of some monster. Darkness around his lips. Blood?


  “You’re dying,” Dash said. “Don’t be afraid of it. Just say the names. Just say them, Marco.”


  “Mmm,” Mark said. “Nuh. No.”


  “We never have to live anywhere but in the Nowhere again. Not ever,” Dash said.


  “You’re dead,” Mark whispered, but wasn’t sure if Dash could even hear him. Mark felt so weak, with his life draining from him.


  “The names,” Dash said. “Remember? You say then as you die. The first part. I say the other half of the names after you breathe your last. I know all their names now, Marco. I know each of the gods, and their wonderful hungers and the way they look  I can see them all around us. We are their children. I have them incarnate within me, too. I can be a thousand different things. I can be a hornet or dragon, Marco. I can bring up a wind or burn with fire. I can see clearly, more clearly than I could in daylight, see with more than just these useless eyes. I can smell my sight, I can feel sight. You will, too! We can go to Rachel’s party. We don’t have to miss it. We can bring her the puppy. I’m not going to hurt the puppy. It’s not like that. What’s inside me now, it has meaning. It doesn’t want puppies and turtles and goats and chickens. It wants more than that. Everyone will be there. Everyone from our class. And we’ll show them that we’re not just there for their pecking order and social put-downs. We’ll be there to show them the faces of the gods. We could even bring some more of them back, if we’re careful with their bodies. We could make all of us live forever, if you really want. I mean, yeah, it’s too late for Michelle and Danny, but I let it out too much. I hadn’t learned how to pull back on the reins yet. But I think I understand now. And the Nowhere is with us. They think I’m a messiah. They’ll know you as my lieutenant. We’ll change everything. Everything in one night if we have to. We’ll pull back the Veil. You and me, both. After you say the name. And then you’ll be here again. We can fly, now. We can swim under water for hours. We can turn to liquid, or move within the bark of a tree. We can become the darkness. Or light. And it’ll be you and me. Brothers. In the Nowhere. We’ll be gods here, Marco. We’ll do things we couldn’t have imagined before. Before it was just a game. Now, it’s real, and we’re real, and the others, the people in the world, your mother and father and mine and the teachers at the Gardner School, they’re the unreal ones. We can go on to Rachel’s next. Just the names. Let me whisper them to you.”


  Mark closes his eyes.


  Soft rain falling. Just drips of it. On his face. Cooling rain.


  The feeling of Dash’s wet slippery hand touching Mark’s face.


  “The names,” Dash says, as gentle as the rain. “Just say one of them for me. I love you so much. Just say it.” Dash may have tears in his eyes, or perhaps it is the raindrops falling gently on Mark’s face.


  



  Opens his eyes.


  The shadow of Dash’s face is all he sees. The smell of his breath  the same stink of the dead body, its flesh torn open.


  Mark mutters something.


  “Marco?”


  Mark says it as loud as he can. It comes out a whisper. “You. Not my brother. I don’t love you. I don’t want to be with you after I die…far away from you.”


  All his energy in those words. He feels smug. Numb and smug. A worm of pain somewhere in his gut, but otherwise, he’s ready to go. In the arms of Death.


  Mark wants to close himself up.


  To die without remembering the names.


  



  Dash is holding him now, cradling him, practically kissing his ear as he begins to whisper something that Mark can’t quite make out.


  Dying. Please take me, God. Take me now. Break me out of life. Crush my spirit and body and slam me into another place. Or just cut off whatever it is that life is within me. Keep me from the Nowhere.


  But even as he dies, without wanting to, without desiring this, Mark parts his lips.


  No! something within him fights against it. Don’t say it. Don’t say the names!


  But his flesh is at war with his heart, and he realizes that Dash’s remark had been true: the flesh remembers.


  Mark utters the unspeakable names of the gods of the Nowhere, of the Veil. Like the worst profanity coming from his tongue.


  Permission to be called back.


  He cannot remember the Words that would stop this.


  Only the names that would begin it.


  



  His life slips away, just as if it were dropping into a pool. A rock in water, hitting the surface and slipping down into the murky depths. He’s angry as he goes down to a place where the lights dim and flash and dim.


  The lights are nearly out.


  He can’t even sense that he is breathing, or that Dash holds him now.


  Dash, singing some painful song in an unknown tongue as if he’d been singing it his whole life.


  Mark has a sense of the others that are there  the priests and believers of the Nowhere.


  Standing in a circle around them both.


  The part of Mark that still has a speck of thought and life feels terror and calm all at once, knowing that after he goes, that thing that Dash has become will hold him in his arms and intone the other part of the names, the response  the litany  until Mark’s eyes, once again, open.


  



  



  



  Eight: The Party


  



  



  An hour or so later, and several miles away, a girl of nineteen, her arms around a boy of roughly the same age, says, “Oh my god.”


  The lights in the house go out, suddenly.


  The boy kisses her again, his breath all beer. “Rachel, you know what? I hope we spend every night together this summer. Our last summer together.”


  “Damn, I’m not even sure where the fusebox is,” the girl says, pushing her boyfriend away.


  “It’s a brown-out.”


  “It’s just black-out.”


  “Lights!” someone shouts, laughing. “Somebody hit the lights!”


  “What happened to the music?”


  “Party must be over. Nice hint, Rachel!”


  “Yeah, you want us to leave you can just ask us.”


  “It must be the storm,” somebody says, drunken slur to his voice.


  “Looks like somebody forgot to pay the bill.”


  “It must’ve been the storm.”


  “Yeah, or maybe a burglar.”


  “I love it in the dark. There’s more to kiss.”


  “Perv!”


  “Got a flashlight?”


  “In my car. I’ll get it.”


  “Jesus, it’s nearly two. I better get home.”


  “We’ve got candles down in the basement, and some under the sink in the kitchen,” Rachel says.


  “Get your hands off me, Josh. And go get me some more beer.”


  “Somebody’s knocking at the door. Somebody get it.”


  “No, something at the window. That a seagull? What the hell is that?”


  “A bird hit the window.”


  “No, it’s the front door.”


  “Come in!”


  “Where are the candles?”


  “The kitchen!” Rachel shouts. “Under the sink. There should be six of them.”


  “Here,” some boy says. He flicks on a lighter. For a second, the small blue-yellow flame lit his face. The shadows of others, around him. In the mirror on the back wall the reflection of the light reveals more: the enormous living room is packed.


  “Everybody light your lighters.”


  “Don’t be ridiculous. Just get some candles.”


  “Knock knock,” a boy, a junior from the Gardner School, reaches the front door. He draws the door inward.


  A gust of steam. Humidity has risen.


  Two figures in the dark, on the front porch.


  “You’re late,” the boy says, sleepily, not quite recognizing them in the dark. “Party’s almost over.”


  For a split second, the boy who has opened the door has an instinct, but he ignores it. He thinks he should shut the door and lock it, but he doesn’t know why he’d think that.


  



  



  And then, it begins.


  



  



     


  * * *
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  Author's Note


  



  Dear Reader,


  



  I hope you enjoy this road trip horror drive-in of a novella. The Attraction was inspired by a trip to one or two roadside attractions on the desert highways of Arizona and New Mexico. There is nothing like driving across the desert in the southwestern U.S. and stopping in at the gas station emporiums to see what kinds of curiosities might be on display. Admittedly, you'd never want to run into what's in the back of the place called the Brakedown Palace Gas & Sundries...


  



  This is a horror story. Sometimes, there's no moral other than: the Horror, the Horror.


  



  With best wishes,


  



  Douglas Clegg


  



  



  



  



  



  



  The Attraction


  



  



  Watch the desert. It is out there. This abomination.


  Keep an eye along the ridge, over at that mesa, after sundown.


  You can hear it, sometimes,when it’s completely dark. So dark, even the stars have died out.


  In the Southwest. In Arizona.


  Not among the cities and towns. Out where the scrub brush and ocotillo cactus take over the landscape.


  In those places where the tumbleweed blows through like a whisper of the past. The coyotes at twilight on the ridge of a mesa, their ki-yis sing of something sinister, something unnatural.


  And something, at sunset, scuttles along the dark lip of a cavea crack in the wall of a cliffsome creature.


  



  Strange things live on the desert.


  Strange people, too.


  I heard from an old man over in town that some dogs got torn up bad out on the mesa, right near where the new housing development’s going in.


  Maybe it was just coyotes, or maybe even a mountain lion from up in the hills, driven down from its home by hunger and thirst, but it didn’t sound like it.


  Someone said that they found a deep hole in the ground where someone started to dig up an area for a new house and a swimming pool.


  Fools. They break up the earth, tear into it, and change it.


  They don’t think there’s anything in that desert, do they?


  They’re idiots to expand this town out there, out where nobody in his or her right mind should live.


  



  I’ve seen a lot of strange things on the desert. I’ve seen a man who seemed to be turning into a dog. I’ve seen rains come out of nowhere, and from their pools, in the crater depressions of the mesa, strange fish generate from fossilized eggs. I’ve heard of a snake so large that it feeds on wild burros, and of a mountain lion who hunts only children.


  But the one thing that is undoubtedly the strangest in my existence was something that was called Scratch, and lay within a stone box in a glass case inside a gas station’s roadside attraction.


  It happened a long time ago.


  Let me tell you.


  



  



  



  1977. No cell phones. An old-fashioned, pre-tech world, if you will. An innocent world that seemed guilty. A year of death, pardon, disco, and, as the year wore on, gas lines. The death penalty was reinstated with the execution of Gary Gilmore, the first man to be executed in the U.S. of A. since 1967. Gerald Ford, then-president, pardoned Tokyo Rose. Jimmy Carter arrived in the White House just about the time when the economy began taking a downturn. Soon enough, gas lines lengthened. It was a strange year of unrest and discontent, and nobody knew why. Maybe it was because disco had become the dominant force in pop music. Who knows? If you were in college at the time, and it was a little private middle of nowhere college in Virginia, in the mountains, you probably wanted to get the hell out of there except your folks were divorced, nobody really wanted you home for the Spring Break, half your friends were heading to Virginia Beach, half to Florida, but the girl you wanted badly was going to make a fast trip to California and get back to campus within two weeks.


  And you owned a car and wanted to drive her out there and back. Four days out, four days back, four days in L.A.


  Not bad.


  It was a crazy thing to do.


  But you were nineteen, hated your life, and crazy was something you needed.


  She was someone you needed.


  “Attraction can really fuck you up,” so said Josh.


  He stretched out on the lawn because he drank too much that night and felt too awful and wished he were somewhere else and could be someone other than Josh, youngest son of a farmer, first to go to college on a scholarship, no less, and further from his dreams than from the stars above him.


  



  The stars were out in full forcethousands covered the night sky.


  Josh tried to identify the constellationsthe Pleiades, Orion, Scorpiobut he nearly flunked astronomy. To him, they just looked like jumbly pinpricks in the fabric of the world. The darkness, with the holes in it that hint at another side, a bright paradise somewhere far away.


  He got drunk from the cheapest beer from a warm keg out back in the driveway, and he stumbled to the front lawn, where girls step over him on the way into the party.


  The party roaredits music and screams spreading out into the night, but he heard it like the ocean in a shell.


  “Attraction can really fuck you up,” he repeated to no one. “It can fuck you up good. You gotta choose the right person. If you don’t, and you choose the wrong one, or you let nature take over so you always pick the wrong ones, it sends you to hell. Hell in a hand-basket.”


  He thought of Bronwyn.


  



  Bronwyn Shapiro: brown hair, straight, long. Five foot three, wore black too much, smoked too much, no breasts to speak of, but somehow looked more skeletally advanced than other sophomores, wore glasses but looked intellectual instead of geeky, never put up with shit from the guys at the frat, wrote poetry that she considered puerile.


  Josh first saw her: freshman year, Expository and Creative Writing 101, Michael Framingtonthe short story writerteaching.


  Bronwyn read a poem about setting fire to her roommate’s hair.


  Framington called it the worst case of overwrought emotional baggage with the sensibility of a disturbed eighteen-year-old that he’d heard in years.


  Josh wanted to hear that poem again. He remembered the line: "The kiln of her skull explodes; a hundred broken memories burn."


  After class, he dogged her steps, following her to a bench shaded by an oak tree and asked what she was reading. She glanced up at him and shut the book.


  “It’s called a book,” she said.


  “Now that’s a suitably bitchy thing to say,” he said.


  She took a drag on her cigarette, narrowing her eyes as she looked beyond him. “You know, when I’ve noticed you in class, I always thought you were a loser. Now you’ve just confirmed it for me,” she said. “Please leave.”


  And that was the moment he felt that he had to have this woman in his life no matter what.


  A year later, lying on the grass, looking up at the stars, Josh wished she were with him.


  



  



  Bronwyn sat on the stairs, nursing a beer, and wishing she were anywhere else but in a frat house the night after second semester finals.


  “See him?” she nudged her friend Alli. Her target was Mitchell Sloane, from Poughkeepsie, New York, wearing his cardigan and khakis, vodka gimlet in one hand, cigar in another. “He’s a classic closet case. His friends think he’s male bonding or something, but look at how he’s sizing up Joe Welsh. He wants to plant a big wet one on Joe’s puss.”


  “Half this frat are closet cases,” Alli said.


  “How’d you do on the accounting final?”


  “Okay, I think.”


  “I bit the dust,” Bronwyn said. “I thought that last question about debits and credits was a trick question. I wrote a note to Jones that he was trying to trick us on the final and that the answer was that it was impossible. I think I just flunked. Look at him.” She pointed with the bottle toward Dave Olshaker. “He’s pathetic. He’s looking for Tammy Detweiler.”


  “The hose queen,” Alli said.


  “Exactly. He thinks because he gets a boner when he looks at her that she must love him.”


  “Detweiler’s incapable of love.”


  “So’s Olshaker. Maybe they’re made for each other. Besides, Olshaker’s a psycho, and him,” Bronwyn’s bottle tipped over to a guy with filthy long hair and dirty jeans and a stained t-shirt.


  “He looks like a scrappy dog.”


  “Ziggy. He’s just looking for weed. He dropped acid seventeen times before he was eighteen. You can be declared legally insane for that. He’s legally insane too many times over. But hell, he’s got a light. I need a light.”


  



  



  “Where’s Griff?” Bronwyn asked, leaning over Kathy Emmons to light her cigarette from Ziggy’s magical torch.


  Ziggy gave a blank look. “No idea.”


  “God, this cigarette tastes like shit.” Bronwyn took another drag off the cigarette, and then stubbed it out against the wall of the frat house. “He’s with her, isn’t he?”


  Kathy nodded. “Of course.”


  “Damn it,” Bronwyn said, and then let out a vile string of profanity, but her curses couldn’t be heard above the thud of the music on the floor below. She lit another cigarette.


  “Let’s get high,” Ziggy said.


  “You’re already high." Bronwyn sucked at the cigarette. A cloud of smoke surrounded her face for just a moment. ". Give up the drugs, Ziggy. I’m telling you. You are going to mess your entire life up and maybe even your chromosomes so your future wife might have turtle babies someday. You’re going to end up in rehab anyway. Just stop now. ‘High’ is not the natural state for human beings. Low is. Get low. Low is good.”


  “I want to get high,” Ziggy said, as if he hadn’t heard a word. He glanced aroundt others, and then wandered off claiming that he’d left a bong somewhere in the kitchen.


  “Why are you obsessed with Griff?” Kathy asked. “He dumped you.”


  “Not true,” Bronwyn said. “I dumped him.”


  “Okay. Either way, a dumping was had by all. Many moons ago.”


  “I don’t give a damn about him,” Bronwyn said. “I just don’t get what he sees in Tammy. Jesus, she has him, and Olshaker wants her back. What is it about her? She’s the poster girl for the living dead. Is it just boobies? Is that all boys are about? Boobies?”


  Kathy cocked her head to the side. “I think so.”


  “Yeah, sadly, sometimes I think so, too,” Bronwyn said, her cigarette nearly gone to ash. “Sometimes I wish I didn’t give a damnYou know, I am just about done with giving a damn.”


  



  SHE SNUBBED IT OUT ON THE WALL BUT NOW IT IS NEARLY ASH


  



  A room upstairs in the frat house. Smell of beer and sex in the room. Tammy Winthrop on top of Griff Montgomery. His pants around his ankles, which dangle over the edge of the slender bed. His starched white button-down shirt open at the chest.


  Tammy’s jeans on the floor, her tank-top half-pulled up around her neck, the small gold cross that hung from her neck bouncing up and down as Tammy’s thighs wrapped around, obscure and engulf Griff’s dong in the kind of banging that led college boys to believe that sex would always be like thiswild and free and stinking of marijuana and tequilas and ripe breasts like plums, no, like great melons bobbling, and pleasure that was urgent and wonderful and eternal and kind of skanky. He loved the stink of sex in his bed after they did it. He loved the way she looked when he was inside her.


  “God, do you feel my dong?” he asked, too loud.


  “Uh?”


  “My wang. My big boy. Do you feel it? I feel like…like I’m God or something. It feels so big.”


  “Uh,” Tammy muttered, “uh sure.”


  “Don’t you like it? Tell me how much you like it.”


  “Oh yeah, I like it. I love it.”


  “Say it.”


  “No. You know I don’t want to.”


  “Aw, please. Baby. It does so much for me.”


  “Okay. Okay. Your dick. Your cock. Your…wang. Your wang is so good.” She began giggling a little, but he didn’t notice.


  “Oh yeah. Oh yeah!” he groaned against her ear as she leaned into him.


  “It’s the biggest one I ever had. It’s the biggest. I don’t know if I can take it all. Oh,” she whispered. “Oh.”


  In her head, Tammy was thinking about how she worked too hard and how he needed to move around some more.


  In his head, Griff was thinking about two other girls at school, and pretending that it was both of them, kissing him, taking him into themselves, flicking their tongues all over him, and whispering obscenities like they were good luck charms.


  Outside of both their heads, they thrashed, and finally, they fell over on the floor, a heap in the heap of dirty laundry that Griff left there.


  She didn’t kiss him afterward, but got up, pulled on her panties, and looked in the long mirror on the door to his room and said, “I think I’m getting fat.”


  Griff, lying on the dirty clothes, some of which bunched up uncomfortably under his lower back, considered whether or not he should shower.


  Without saying another word, he bounded out of bed, grabbing a towel from the heap of dirty clothes in the corner by the dresser. Then, picked up his shirt, jeans, and briefs. Gave her a wink, and a too-brief hug, and went out into the hall.


  



  



  In the shower, one floor down from his room, Griff took the Ivory Soap and scrubbed away because there’s this smell that Tammy had that he couldn’t stand and when it got on him, it reminded him too much of his mother’s closet where he used to hide, and he hated that smell.


  Then, he thought of someone else, someone other than Tammy, and he got hard again.


  



  



  “You whore,” Dave Olshaker said. He stood in the doorway of Griff’s room. He’d been waiting on the stairs, and when he saw Griff run out to the showers, he knew he had his chance. Slammed the door shut behind him. Reached back, and twisted the bolt.


  He was a big guy, maybe 240, six five, like L’il Abner in overalls and a white t-shirt, a townie who had a scholarship to Jackson College, and he looked, to Tammy Detweiler, as pissed as anyone could be. He turned his back to her for a second, fiddling with the lock on the door.


  “Dave? What the hell are you doing in here?”


  “You slept with that asshole,” Olshaker said, turning around to face her. “You told me you loved me.”


  “That was last year. Dave? Get the hell out of here. I’ll scream.”


  “You won’t. You can’t do this to me. You whore. You know I gave you my heart. And now you’re just stomping all over it. Look, look, I forgive you. Okay? I forgive you for your transgression, baby. I do. I love you that much.”


  “You aren’t gonna forgive me for anything. Now get the hell out of here, right now.”


  Tammy leapt out of bed. S, forgetting that she was bare-ass naked, but she felt like trying to find the gun that Griff kept. She was pretty sure he kept it in the top drawer of his dresser. He wasn’t supposed to have it, but then, in college, you weren’t supposed to have a lot of things you ended up having.


  SHE PULLED HER PANTIES ON EARLIER BUT NOW IS NAKED


  Olshaker rushed her, grabbing her by the wrists. “Just come back to me. Just tell me.”


  She was shocked to see tears in his eyes. “Let go of me, damn it!”


  His face turned bright red. He was angry. She knew the lookit was half the reason they’d broken up before mid-terms. He had slapped her a little too hard, and she had seen that red face. He was scary, sometimes.


  Her wrists hurt where he gripped her. “Let me go. Please,” she said more calmly, looking down at his hands. “Please. You’re hurting me, David.”


  “I just want you,” he said. His breath was all sour beer. Right then and there, he began blubbering like a baby. He released her wrists. She shoved him backward, and he fell, ass-first, on Griff’s bed. “You don’t know what it’s like. To love someone so much. To love them, to want them, you just don’t know. Honey, honey, I love you. I love you like no man is ever gonna love you.” His tears came in hiccups and heaves. She began to feel bad for him, despite everything. Once she was dressed, she went over to the bed, and sat beside him. She put her arm around his back.


  “Look. You’re a good man,” she said, but felt as if she were telling the biggest lie on the planet. “You’ll find a girl who loves you because you’re wonderful. I’m no good. I really am not right for you. Maybe I’m not right for anyone. But you, you have a lot going for you.”


  “I know,” he said, weeping bitterly. “I know. But I can save you from your sinful life, Tammy. I can make you a good woman.”


  “Poor baby,” Tammy said, hugging him to her. “Poor, poor baby.”


  “I love you,” he said.


  He looked up at her with his tear-stained face. To her, he looked like a puppy dog that had just been hit by a car and lived to whimper about it. He leaned into her to kiss her, and she felt badly enough for him that she let him.


  And that’s when he grabbed her tight and thrust his tongue into her mouth. She pushed him away, but his grip was now around her arms and waist like a straitjacket. He maneuvered to the side, and brought her down on the bed, turning her around so that her face pressed into the blanket. “You know I love you,” he said, slobbering. “You know you’re my woman.”


  She tried to cry out, but her mouth was gagged with the blanket.


  She felt him grind against her.


  



  



  In what was called the Persian Room, in the basement of the frat house, but off beneath the stairs, a small room full of a haze of blue smoke, Ziggy got a bong in his face and clouds of sweet smoke billowing around him, and somebody said, “You look like a fire-breathing dragon, Zigster.”


  Ziggy laughed and felt his face go all red. He wondered if he’d ever been this high before. He looked at his hands to make sure they weren’t sprouting leaves. For a second, he thought he was turning into a tree.


  “What’s up with that?” he asked his partner-in-high, Joe Metheny.


  “With what?”


  “My hands? It’s like they’re ripping out of my arms.”


  “Holy shit.”


  Both of them laughed at once. Then stopped. Then laughed again.


  There were others in the haze of smoke, but Ziggy only noticed Joe, who had the most hilarious look on his facea red smile and a sparkling around his eyes.


  “You know what I like about you?”


  “What’s that?”


  “You’re always happy,” Ziggy said. Then, he took another hit from the Monster Bong.


  



  



  “Where the hell is Josh?” Bronywn picked her way through the rabble of the partystudents passed out on the floor, others leaning into their girlfriend’s faces in the corners of rooms, still others managed to keep dancing to music that stopped ten minutes before, all the while the stench of beer and vomit, up and down the stairsand just as she got to the top of the stairs, coming out of the bathroom, naked, in full-swing, Griff.


  She felt as if she’d been shot with a raygun and couldn’t move.


  She tried not to look at him. He was a golden Apollo. His hair, slicked back on his scalp, and it emphasized his high-cheekbones and his pool blue eyes and the way his nose was the slightest of ski-slopes and she couldn’t help herselfshe looked down at his chest, developed from football and wrestling, and then along his abs, the striation of muscle prominent, his pale skin slick with water, and down to the blond tufts of pubic hair, and the artistically arranged penis itself.


  Then, the millisecond passed. He didn’t notice her watching, and passed by the stairs, heading back to his room.


  Bronwyn caught her breath and sat down on the stairs. Another cigarette, this time for several long-drawn-out puffs.


  The doorway at the top of the stairs went to one of the upperclassmen’s rooms. It was open, and she got up and walked through it to the balcony. She went out to the edge of the balcony and looked up at the stars that were just fading as morning came up along the horizon in a new day that was still too distant from the night.


  When she glanced down at the murky front lawn, she saw a guy she was pretty sure was Josh.


  



  



  “You’re drunk,” she said. She crouched down in the dew-wet grass beside his prone body.


  “No I’m not,” he said. “I’m star-gazing.”


  “You didn’t touch any booze?” She kicked at the empty bottle of Jack Daniels at his side.


  “Okay. Busted. Just a little.”


  “Damn it. We go in three hours.”


  “I’m ready.”


  “Jesus. We’re never getting to L.A.”


  “We’ll get there. I drove from Chicago to Atlanta in one night once. We can get to L.A. in three days. At the most, four. I promise. How many people are coming?”


  “Total, five. I think. You, me, Griff, Tammy, and maybe Ziggy if he doesn’t get too messed up tonight. Everybody chips in, so it’s a free trip for you.”


  “That’ll be cozy,” he said, laughing.


  “You need to sleep this off before we go. Damn it,” she said.


  “You want to see Orion?” he asked. He pointed to a group of white specks in the dark sky. “Come on. Lie down. Here, use my jacket. There. Now, look.”


  “That’s not Orion.”


  “Okay, it’s something else. It’s the unnamed stars. Let’s connect the dots and make them into somebody.”


  “Like who?”


  “There’s Ziggy,” Josh said, drawing an invisible line with his finger, swooping it in the air, from a cluster of stars to a single bright one. “See, he’s got his bong.”


  “I see it,” she said. “And there’s Tammy. See the boobs?”


  



  



  Josh made a wish on the last star, just before it extinguished.


  Bronywn drifted to sleep beside him, her last cigarette falling on the wet grass as morning arrived.


  They both woke up at the same time, hours later, late in the afternoon on Saturday with Josh’s arm slipped beneath Bronwyn’s neck. He opened his eyes to what seemed like midday, and knew, instinctively, that she had also just woken up. She sat up, drawing away from him. Glanced at her watch. “We’re already late. Please tell me the Pimpmobile is running okay.”


  



  



  Ziggy had an acid-flashback tripticular dream and in it something small and nasty with eyes like green stones on fire and claws like shiny black hooks leapt for him like it was a jaguar from Hell.


  He awoke and drank an entire pot of coffee before going off in search of the others about to leave on the road trip that would get him away from the drugs for awhile. He hoped.


  



  



  The Pimpmobile was more than its name could ever suggest. Not just a car. The car: a boat on wheels. A big fat honkin’ Lincoln Town Car sedan. Given to Josh when he went to college by his grandmother, who was a doctor’s wife and changed cars every two years. She drove her cars hard and put them up cracked and dried out, and often was in accidents, so something always went wronga headlight that blinked, a strange push on the brakes, something about the shotgun seat that didn’t feel entirely comfortable. Small problems that could be worked around. His grandmother was named Alfreda, and she used to fart in the car so much that Josh was still sure it had her stink. She died soon after giving him the carher smoking and drinking got the better of herand and he missed her and kept the car even though it was held together by duct tape and got about 10 miles to the gallon. Even though it had some issuesit was a little low in the trunk, and the backseat was covered with tape and smelled permanently like cigarette ash and there was this noise it made every few miles that sounded like the squeal of a cat getting hit. Josh took care of the Pimpmobile. He had spent all of Thursday, not studying for his Survey Course of the Early American History final, but washing and waxing and tuning up the boat for the big trip.


  Here’s how the trip evolved: back in February, Bronwyn’s dad and his new wife moved to L.A. from Chicago. Bronwyn hated the new wife, but loved her dad, and even though her dad didn’t want to see her, she told him she was coming for spring break come hell or high water.


  Josh’s Pimpmobile was the only ride she could get.


  “I can pay all gas,” she told him. “And two nights in a motel.”


  “You don’t have to do that,” Josh said.


  She looked at him strangely. “YeahI do. It’ll take four nights at the most. But I know we can make it in under three if we take turns driving. Plus, I’ve got a radar detector. We can go 100 on some of the desert roads. They’re straight lines with no traffic at four in the morning and I love drinking a pot of coffee and driving through them before the sun comes up. Plus, we can get other people to pitch in on gas.”


  Because Griff and Tammy were going to go, too, and Ziggy, the car would be packed, but Bronwyn claimed the shotgun seat three weeks before the trip. The day of the tripwhich turned into Saturday evening the only person who hadn’t shown up at the designated spot was Ziggy, and they had to drive around for forty minutes before they found him in the college library, asleep on one of the leather couches.


  He opened his eyes to see all four of them standing over them.


  “What the hell?” he asked.


  “I don’t love druggies,” Bronwyn said as she took a long, last drag off a dying cigarette. “I just don’t like it.” She pointed down at him. “No weed goes on this trip. Understood? Beer’s fine. No drugs.”


  “Beer’s a drug,” Ziggy moaned, scratching himself under the arms like a dog after fleas.


  Bronwyn squinted and pursed her lips. “I think you know what I mean.”


  



  



  The road trip began about an hour later, and by nine they were on the main highway toward Tennessee. It took too long to get through the South, let alone reach the Southwest. Josh drove first shift, then Bronwyn, then Griff. After Griff’s six hours’ were up, he got in the backseat and, without anyone being aware of it, put Tammy’s hands on the bulge in his pants and whispered in her ear that she should just keep stroking it. Tammy pretended she was getting the little bottle of Vaseline moisturizer from her handbag because her hands were drying out. Ziggy pretended to be asleep, but he told Josh later how, when Josh was driving and Bronwyn was talking a mile a minute about why Ayn Rand was the most brilliant human being who had ever lived, Tammy had unzipped Griff and gave him a slow, easy handjob that had driven Ziggy nearly crazy as he watched from his nearly-closed eyes.


  “He’s got a big boy,” Ziggy told Josh later, when they got out to pump gas. “And Tammy was licking his ear the whole time she did it. Man, he is one lucky dude.”


  “Ew,” Josh said. “Skanky. In the back of the Pimpmobile. Nasty, nasty, nasty.”


  “He’s like the Alpha.”


  “What?”


  “The Alpha. Like in wolf packs. One male gets the hot chicks. All the other malesthat’s you and menever get laid.”


  “I get laid.”


  “Yeah, sure.”


  “No, I do.”


  “That’s why you’re all alone on this trip. Like me,” Ziggy said. Then, Ziggy sniffed his fingers. “God, even my fingers smell like sex. I can’t believe you and Bron didn’t notice. It was freaky.”


  “Sleazy’s more like it.”


  “Ah, you’re just jealous,” Zig said, and then went to use the restroom at the back of the gas station.


  Josh glanced at Tammy, who was just going into the ladies’ room. Griff stood outside it, grinning, his hands in his pocket. Then, thinking nobody was watching, he tapped on the door to the ladies’ room. The door opened. Griff went inside.


  Bronwyn was still in the car, smoking. Josh went over to her side. “You hear what Zig said?”


  Bronwyn took the earphones to her Sony Walkman tape player off her head. “You need money?”


  “No, not that. Did you know that Griff and Tammy…had sex in the backseat today?”


  Bronwyn’s eyes seemed to squint into tiny cuts, then opened wider. “That whore. She just traps men with sex. That’s all it is.”


  “Yeah,” Josh said.


  “Like you’re any different.”


  “I am.”


  Then, Bronwyn smiled, blew out a puff of smoke, and touched the edge of his wrist. “No, you are. You’re so different I thought you might be gay when I first met you.”


  “Gay? I’m not gay.”


  “Don’t get all defensive. It was the poetry you wrote. For creative writing. It was sensitive. That’s all. Not like the way other guys write stuff that’s all about them and their exploits. You wrote about something different.”


  Oh Christ, he thought. Oh Christ. She sees me as a dickless wonder.


  “I think they’re going at it in there,” he said, nodding toward the restroom.


  “Gross.” Bronwyn sucked back some smoke, and then heaved it out in a long sigh. She leaned forward into the dashboard, stubbing her cigarette out in the ashtray. “Let me tell you something, Josh. Something about some girls. There are these girls like Tammy who boys really like because of this whole sex issue. But girls know about who she really is. She’s a sad pathetic idiot who thinks her whole life should revolve around giving the worst kind of men what they want.”


  “I thought you were still looney tunes for Griff.”


  “Once. Maybe. Not anymore. I don’t think I could ever want someone who slept with some of the girls he’s slept with. Back when I dated him, you know, he’d only slept with a few girls. At this point, the numbers are reaching the populations of small island nations. Tammy’s just one of many, I’m sure.”


  “You don’t fool me,” he said. “Not one bit. You like bad boys. Nice girl like you, rich family. It’s true, isn’t it?”


  “Bite me, preppie boy,” she said, and then put her earphones back on.


  



  



  Nobody thought Tammy should drive because she had too many beers during the day, and Ziggy somehow managed to get stoned even though no one could specifically say when. It was assumed he went into the bathrooms at HoJos or Stuckeys or the Waffle Huts, and just got high fast. The rule in the car was “no weed,” and Ziggy somehow had managed to smuggle some in as if he were having to pass through U.S. Customs.


  They stopped six times the first day because Tammy had to pee so much. Or else, as Josh and Ziggy assumed, she and Griff had to sexually christen every sleazoid gas station bathroom in the Bible Belt. They drove through Memphis with Griff telling a story about how he got lost in downtown Memphis once and went to some big party there and passed out and woke up the next day in New Orleans. He thought it was a funny story, but no one laughed. Then, in Little Rock, Bronwyn called her father collect, and her father told her that she was an idiot to plan a trip like this with people she didn’t know and that he’d send a plane ticket if she wanted to come out. She hung up on him, and chainsmoked the rest of the day and evening, which got them to Oklahoma City, where they all crashed in one room at a Howard Johnson’s. They slept for eleven hours, when the maids finally banged on the door the next afternoon, trying to get them up and out.


  They went from Oklahoma down through the Texas Panhandle, and Ziggy wanted to stop at El Paso for something, and that’s where things started to go seriously wrong. Griff and Tammy wanted to spend a day in Juarez, bar-hopping, and Bronwyn’s period had started (she didn’t need to announce it, everyone knew when she went into snapping turtle mode), and Josh had to go rescue Griff from a fight at a badly-lit bar, even though Griff had been the creep who was coming on to other men’s wives in the bar.


  “What the hell are you doing?” Josh asked, yanking Griff by his wrinkled button-down shirt, out from the darkness of the bar, into the searing white light of mid-day. Griff crumbled to the ground, shielding his face as if expecting to get hit one more time.


  “I’m havin’ a little fun. You know about fun?” Griff giggled, and wiped a smidgeon of blood from the edge of his lips.


  “That guy could’ve done some serious damage to you. You asshole.”


  Griff raised his eyebrows in a “who cares?” attitude, and reached his hand up to Josh. “Come on, help me up.”


  Josh gave him a lift up, and smacked him lightly on the back of the head. “Get back to the car. Jesus, now I’ve got to go back in there and get Tammy. Could you just stay out of trouble once in your life?”


  “This isn’t trouble,” Griff replied, stumbling off in search of the others in the car, parked out on the main road. “The lacrosse trophies. Now that was trouble.”


  (Who could forget? Josh thought. Who could forget someone having stolen all the lacrosse trophies at Jackson College that had been won over the past ten years, the prize sport of Jackson, the Gods of Jackson had played lacrosse. Griff and his frat brothers had stolen all of them and then pissed in them and left them in front of Dean Egan’s house at the edge of campus. Griff was a moron and a thief, and he’d be doing shit like this since as long as Josh had known him, which was only two years now.)


  



  



  In Las Cruces, New Mexico, they got pulled over by the cops. Griff told Bronwyn to show the cop her boobs and they wouldn’t get the ticket. “My sister did that once. She had these big boobies. And I was riding shotgun, and this cop pulled her over for going 85 in a 55 zone, and she just unbuttoned her blouse three inches down and acted all baby-like and he didn’t give her a ticket. It works. Honest.”


  They saw the first billboard before they reached the eastern edge of Arizona. None of them really noticed it at first. Only Ziggy. But he had been smoking a joint for lunch, and started laughing after they’d passed it.


  “What’d it say?” Tammy asked.


  “Something about the Unspeakable.”


  “Unspeakable? What the hell is ‘unspeakable’ supposed to mean? You can’t speak it or something?”


  “Exactly,” Bronwyn said, only nobody detected the bitchiness in her tone.


  “Something unspeakable and unknown. An ancient wonder of the world. Coming up somewhere. Off some exit,” Ziggy added.


  Ziggy kept complaining that he couldn’t sleep because of all the bumps they hit in the road, so Bronwyn had them stop the car. She went to the trunk, opened it, and drew out a couple of blankets. She rolled one up for Ziggy’s pillow and threw the other one over him for comfort, although it was a warm day. Ziggy closed his eyes soon after, and they all snickered a little as he snored. Then, suddenly, he let out a bloodcurdling scream, to the point where Griff nearly pulled the car off the road.


  Ziggy glanced around: they all stared at him. “I had a nightmare,” he said.


  The second sign stood about fifty miles further up the highway among a mass of billboards about Trading Posts and Outlet Malls in Tucson. This time, Josh read it aloud as it went by, “Come see the mystery! The great ancient wonder! The Unspeakable, Unknowable Attraction! The Secret of the Ancient Aztecs!”


  Then, the last bit, about mileage and turn-offs to get to the site, “Hey, we’re apparently only 200 miles from the great mystery of the asshole of the universe.”


  “I love those kinds of places,” Bronwyn said. “When I used to travel with my dad, we’d stop at all of the roadside attractions. Sometimes they were just rattlesnakes in cages. Sometimes they had what looked like babies in jars.”


  “I saw John Dillinger’s dong once,” Griff said.


  “Bullshit.”


  “I did. It was in this museum in D.C. It was so big they kept it in this long jar. Just floating in this formaldehyde shit.”


  “Nasty,” Ziggy said. “That’s nasty. You die and then they cut off your dick and stick it in a museum.”


  “Don’t worry, Zig. Yours is safe,” Griff laughed. “There’s no itty-bitty museum.”


  “I want to go see the unspeakable and unknowable attraction,” Bronwyn said, flicking her cigarette out the window. She stretched out, and pressed her bare feet up against the dashboard. Josh looked at her feet, and noticed that they were small and perfect, with toes that didn’t intrude on each other, as his did.


  “What route was it on?”


  “No idea,” Josh said, watching the road, watching her feet.


  That night, in Tucson, they stayed at the cheapest motel they could find (The Roadrunner Inn) and then got out on the road after a big breakfast at Denny’s.


  Nerves were shot by the time they got back on the highway, only this time Griff insisted on driving, and nobody had gotten a good night’s sleep in the motel because Ziggy had the shits and the toilet wouldn’t flush and the smell alone kept them awake, to say nothing of the broken down air conditioning and the way the heat had shot up sometime after crossing Texas to New Mexico, and then, at its worst, into Arizona.


  Bronwyn spotted another billboard for the Unknowable Mystery, and this time it was more explicit.


  YOU’RE NEAR THE MYSTERY! THE UNKNOWABLE, UNSPEAKABLE TERROR OF THE ANCIENT WORLD IS JUST DOWN ROUTE 19 AT THE BRAKEDOWN PALACE AND SUNDRIES. NAVAJO BLANKETS! TURQUOISE! ARROWHEADS! FIREWORKS!


  “I intend to be the unspeakable, unknowable mystery of the modern world,” she said, and Josh watched as she closed her eyes gently, and thought she was the prettiest girl he had ever seen.


  Josh knew he shouldn’t shut his eyes and lean against Bronwyn and fall asleep. But he couldn’t help it.


  



  



  He dreamed that he and Bronwyn were in a deep green forest. The trees towered over them, like a cathedral of nature. The fern beneath their feet was like a bed. Bronwyn began to undress, stepping out of her panties, finally, and he began to feel her all over. She gyrated against his touch, and soon his clothes had fallen away, and Bronwyn went on her hands and knees. She glanced up at him, smiling. He took her there, on the fern, on a soft mossy floor. He felt the intense pleasure of warm wet heat when he went inside her, and she began whispering something about how he needed to wake up now. Only he didn’t want to wake up.


  Then, something shifted in the woods, and the trees began to vanish, one by one. He didn’t care, because he felt so good inside Bronwyn, but soon, they were in an open space, and it was not Bronwyn beneath him at all, but Griff who said, “This isn’t trouble, Josh. Don’t worry. This is good times!”


  That’s when he woke up.


  



  



  



  “Holy shit,” someone said.


  Reality banged against him. Light of day. Heat in the car. Leaning against Ziggy now instead of Bronwyn.


  The car had come to a stop, in what seemed to be a ditch.


  



  



  “What the hell were you thinking?” Bronwyn shouted from the backseat. She lit up a cigarette.


  Josh glanced from her to Griff, at the steering wheel. It was almost as if cartoon steam came out of his ears. Griff wouldn’t turn around and face the backseat.


  Tammy, however, would. “You bitch, just shut your hole. All of us were sleeping. We’re all too goddamn tired. And somebody stinks. Who stinks?”


  Josh glanced at Ziggy, who shrugged. “Don’t look at me, dude.”


  Griff pressed his face down, almost to the steering wheel.


  “What happened?”


  “Mr. I-Can-Drive-Now fell asleep at the wheel,” Bronwyn said. She lit another cigarette and sucked back the first smoke and then spat a ghost trail of it out into the already smoky car.


  Josh, still half-asleep, his back soaked with sweat, feeling cranky and sore from the position he’d formed on the hump of the backseat, between Bronwyn and Ziggy, realized something. “Jesus. We’re sideways.”


  “No shit, Sherlock.”


  “Didn’t anybody notice?”


  “I was snoozing,” Ziggy said.


  “I think we all were,” Tammy said in that little girl voice of hers that didn’t quite go with the big boobs.


  “Exactly,” Bronwyn said. “Griff included.”


  “Shut your hole!” Tammy shouted. She got on her knees, swiveling around in her seat. Her face looked less like blonde hose queen and more like pit bull with wig as she began listing all the ways Bronwyn sucked. “You’re like the bitch queen of the universe with your ‘I’m so sophisticated and together and I know everything and I look down on everybody’ bullshit. And second, you are after Griff. Just say it. Just because he didn’t care for you anymore, just because he dumped you “


  “Correction,” Bronwyn said. “I dumped him.”


  “Bullshit, Miss Perfect Bitch, he dumped you, because you were too clingy and annoying and too much into proving everybody around you wrong, why is that? Why is everybody else always wrong? And don’t sit there with that smug Jewish look.”


  “Excuse me?”


  “You know what I mean, that ‘Jewish Princess from Intellectual Hell’ look.”


  “That ‘smug, Jewish look’,” Bronwyn repeated, slowly. “As opposed to your Shiksa whiney pigface?”


  “You’re jealous. You’re jealous because I have him. Because he wants me. Just admit it. Just admit it and get over it.”


  “First, admit that you’re a raging anti-Semite whose tits are bigger than her I.Q.”


  “Suck my dick,” Tammy said, and then pushed at the car door, opening it, and gingerly got out of the car, along the edge of the ditch. More obscenities flowed from her lips and she stomped off a ways down the road.


  Bronwyn, to her credit, took it all, enveloping her face in a cloud of smoke, a mask through which she could make sour faces back at Tammy without being noticed.


  Josh briefly remembered his dream: taking Bronwyn like a whore, on her hands and knees, in the woods. Conveniently, he had already begun to forget the part where Bronwyn suddenly had become Griff.


  “I didn’t know Tammy was anti-semitic,” Josh said to no one.


  “Also anti-semantic,” Bronwyn said. “She probably doesn’t even know what it means. We gotta get the car back on the road.” More calmly, she added, “I hate you all.”


  



  



  “Where the hell are we?” Josh asked. He stood outside the Lincoln, and glanced from the torn and twisted map of the U.S. to the lunar landscape surrounding them.


  “Don’t get mad at me!” Griff said. “It’s not my fault! I took one turn.”


  “You took a turn?”


  “I got tired of the highway.”


  “You what?”


  “I thought Route 66 was here somewhere. I thought that’s what the sign said.”


  “Did you go south or north?”


  Griff shrugged, a hapless look on his face. “Maybe north.”


  “How long do you think you were driving like that?”


  Griff closed his eyes, as if doing so could make him remember. Then, he opened one eye. “Not sure. Maybe an hour? Maybe…maybe a half hour?”


  “All we have to do is turn around,” Bronwyn said calmly. “If we’re north. We just go that way.” She pointed to what she assumed was south, then, glancing at the sun, adjusted this slightly.


  Josh thrust his hand out. “Give me those.”


  “Give you what? My smokes?”


  Josh grabbed the pack of Merits from her hand, shook it violently until a cigarette popped out. He thrust it between his lips, and wrested the Bic lighter free from her grip, and spun the wheel until the small flame came up. He lit the cigarette.


  Bronwyn glared at him, and then her face seemed to calm. “They’re good for this kind of occasion,” she said. “Even if they kill you.”


  “Everybody dies from something.” He took a long draw of smoke into his lungs, coughing most of it back up. “All right. We need to figure out how to get the car back on the road. There are five of us. There’s no reason in hell why we can’t all get down on the other side of that ditch and push. We can bounce it back up.”


  “I’d say it would be a smarter use of daylight to go back to the highway. It can’t be more than twenty or thirty miles back, over that ridge.” Bronwyn pointed with her cigarette. “Three of us stay here, two walk it. I don’t mind a walk. I can walk ten miles. It’s not that hot. We go back and we flag someone for help. There’s gas stations and rest stops all over the place on the 10.”


  “I’m boiling,” Tammy said.


  “I’m not walking twelve miles,” Josh said. “Damn it.”


  “Me, neither,” Griff said.


  “I can do it. Ziggy?”


  Ziggy shook his head. “I got bunions.” Then, he added, “I inherited them from my grampa. Third generation bunions.”


  Bronwyn looked at the others. “I’m not going alone.” Her eyes narrowed to slits as she stared at Griff.


  “If we all work together,” Josh said. “We can get the car out of the ditch.”


  Bronwyn looked at him with squinty eyes, her head cocked slightly to the side.


  Quietly, she said, “So, you really think we can get it back on the road?”


  He glanced at the others, then back at Bronwyn. “Yes.”


  “It looks like we’d need a towtruck. Or some other kind of way to lift it.”


  Josh glanced back at the Lincoln and then at Bronwyn. He felt his heart racing, and he wasn’t sure why since he wasn’t panicked or all that worried. He felt something he hadn’t generally felt in life. Something that no one had ever demanded of him. He felt as if he knew how to handle this.


  “We can seesaw it up,” he said.


  “You study engineering?”


  “I didn’t have to,” he said, grinning. “When I was four, I spent a lot of time on seesaws. I got the gist. Look, it’ll take hours to walk back to the highway. If we all just pitch in, we can get out of this ditch and be on the road in less than an hour. I’m sure of it. And if it doesn’t work, I will walk with you. No, I’ll do better than that. You can wait here and I will walk to the highway and get help.”


  Her face brightened, and she nodded, slowly. “Okay. But will you do me one favor?”


  “What’s that?”


  “Don’t pretend.” She reached over and plucked the lit cigarette from his mouth and dropped it to the gravel.


  



  



  Josh had been wrong. It took the better part of two hours, and Tammy whined, Ziggy was no real help at all, but Griff and Bronwyn both put some muscle into pushing, and when they finally got back on the roadwith the sun going down a bit to the far western hillsthe car made some funny rattling noises that Josh guessed originated somewhere in the rear axle.


  Josh turned the Lincoln around, and headed back toward what they hoped was the highway. Instead, he found a confluence of ribbon roads, a narrow crossroads with what looked like pyramid shaped hills in the distance and that strange cast of sulfurous light and purple shadow in the sagebrush, that meant night would seep across the desert roads within a few hours.


  Without asking the others for their suggestions on which way to go, he took the road that seemed to be headed West, and soon it went from a narrow two-lanes, to a wide two lanes, and he felt pretty good about his choice of roads until he heard the back left tire blow out.


  But he didn’t even know about Dave Olshaker.


  



  



  Now, let's back up a few days.


  Back to the Saturday night when the rest of them all took off in the Pimpmobile for the West Coast. Picture a big strapping guy of twenty, in the back of a pick up truck, with eyes that just popped open like he’d come back from the dead. He’d had a dream, and it involved a couple of things he didn’t like to think about, one of them being his friend Billy Dunne, and it freaked him out to think about it. Dave Olshaker snarfled awake, farting as he woke, and he was royally pissed. He’d been up ‘til at least six or seven A.M., and after leaving Tammy in the frat house, he’d gotten in the pickup with his buddy Billy Dunne and gone to do 360s in the mud of the cow pasture out by McCrory’s lake. Sometime, in a haze of beer and piss, he passed out. Woke up, looking at the back of Billy’s head, too. What a shocker that had been.


  It was like the dream! Just like the dream!


  He didn’t like to think about what happened the night before. Even if he could remember, which he wasn’t so sure about, given the Mother of Hangovers that held him in its grip. He had a taste of what he had come to think of as sour ass in his mouth, and a hammering in the head that so distracted him that he barely realized he’d woke up in the backseat of his Ford pick-up truck.


  He got on the road once he found out from one of Bronwyn Shapiro’s friends exactly what route they were taking. He told her Bronwyn’s dad had called, and he needed to call him back to let him know. “For safety.”


  That's when a girl named Kathy Emmons stepped forward and told him how to track them down.


  



  



  His head hurt so much, Olshaker ended up having to pull over at a place he liked to call Motel 69. Billy got the room, and Olshaker barely got his sorry ass to the bed before passing out again. Before he turned off the bedside light, he told Billy he had to sleep on the far side of the bed.


  “Why?” Billy’s eyes were all bloodshot and his face was pockmarked from too many Milky Way bars and Mr. Pibbs and Pabst Blue Ribbon in between to wash it all down. He looked like an old man with a mop of bright yellow hair thrown on his scalp.


  “’Cause you stink,” Olshaker said, but it wasn’t completely true. He was a little afraid that he’d start dreaming about Tammy and in the dream wrapped his legs around her, only when he woke up it might be Billy’s thighs rubbing against him.


  Out of this general fear, Olshaker kept his clothes on that night.


  They’d lost a day, but they got back on the road and ended up pretty much following the route that the Pimpmobile had taken.


  And he was there, in Arizona, when the Pimpmobile took the wrong turn off the main highway.


  He drove his truck up to a plateau, and got out binoculars to watch what Tammy was up to with her friends.


  And when they got the flat tire, he turned to Billy Dunne and said, “Holy shit. We got ‘em, buddy. We got ‘em.”


  “What do we do now?”


  Dave Olshaker thought a moment, cocking his head back to look up at the white blank sky. Then, Dave reached down under his seat and drew out a warm can of Pabst, popped the top and took a chug down. “Kee-rist, I don’t know. But that jockstrapped asshole has my baby. And I mean to get her back anyway I can. She belongs to me.”


  



  



  “Son of a bitch!” Griff said. He had kicked the tire six or seven times as if he could bring it back to life.


  “You really don’t have a spare?” Bronwyn whispered to Josh, pressing her lips so close that he could feel her heat on top of the heat of the day.


  Josh looked out over the highway. Nothing but scrub, dust and a long barbed-wire fence. Sweat trickled down his back. He felt a mushiness of sweat around his balls. He wished he had a nice motel room with a long cool shower.


  Ziggy was already toking out on a big rock above the highway. “Hey, I see somebody coming!”


  “Yeah?” Tammy shouted back.


  “A trucker! We’re gonna get a lift. I know we are!” Then, he shot his arm out, pointing to the west. “There’s something way over there, man! It looks like a gas station. All we have to do is get the trucker to give us a ride and we’re set.”


  “Thank god,” Bronwyn said, lifting a cigarette in the air like she was flipping the bird. “This is my last smoke.”


  



  



  The truck was a big ass Kenmore, and the guy slowed down, pulling on his horn. Tammy was out in the middle of the highway, jumping up and down. It was her tits that did itthat’s what everyone felt without having to say a word about it. Someday, they’d build a memorial to her boobs. They were bouncing like basketballs, and no trucker in his right mind wouldn’t have come to a stop just to see if it was a mirage or a real live woman of twenty with humongous breasts.


  “Men never cease to live down to my expectations,” Bronwyn said, shaking her head, and dropping the last of her cigarette in the dust. She stubbed at it with her toe, and then shivered a little as if she were cold.


  “You okay?” Josh asked.


  “Just that feeling. You knowthe one where they say a goose walked over your grave. Like something’s wrong.” Then she laughed. “Maybe I just need another cigarette.”


  



  



  Bronwyn had to scrunch up next to the trucker, but she didn’t mind. He was a rugged, rode-hard kind of guy with a face that must’ve been pretty at one time, but turned into baked granite from the sun, with crack lines along his smile and around his eyes.


  “Best I can do is dump you up ahead, there’s a place about two miles up.”


  “That’d be great,” Josh said.


  “It was nice of you to stop,” Bronwyn said, and then leaned a bit against his shoulder. He smelled like axle grease, but there was something comforting about it.


  “I drive this highway eight times a week, back and forth. There ain’t much here.” He introduced himself: Ely. He told them about his life, which was mainly travels on the road and a little shack out in a town called Naga. It wasn't too far away. You knew you had reached his place because a paved road ended where a dirt road shot off to the west. From there, you could see a silvery glimmer from all the hubcaps hanging on the front fence and you could hear the music he blasted from his workshop out back.


  “Mainly ZZ Top," he said. "Mainly. Sometimes I get into the mood for Boston. But mainly ZZ.”


  “That’s quite a life,” Josh said.


  “Ha,” Ely spat back. “I bet you kids are rich and are on spring break and just tooling around because you got nothin’ else to do.”


  “I think that pretty much sums it up, except we really don’t have money.” Bronwyn glanced sidelong at Josh. “Don’t you think?”


  "If I had money I'd be in L.A. right now," Josh said.


  “Ha," Ely said. "Well, you get out here, and life smacks you like you’re the bug and it’s the windshield. Ass first, and you got about two seconds to dodge.”


  “So what’s this town like?” Josh asked. “Nada?”


  “Naga. It’s a little town. You’d hate it. Jesus H, why even talk to you about it. You’ll never go there. Look,” Ely said, pointing toward a rise to the lefta long flat corrugated metal roof that canopied gas pumps that looked like they were out of the 1920s. Behind it, a long rectangular building curved metal roof, and three big signs with various versions of: “SEE THE ATTRACTION! DON’T GO HOME WITHOUT SEEING THE ATTRACTION! THE UNSPEAKABLE UNKNOWABLE MYSTERY! IT’S THE EIGHTH WONDER OF THE WORLD AND THE SECOND WONDER OF THE NEW WORLD! 75 CENTS ADMISSION! BUY INDIAN BLANKETS! GET COFFEE! GAS IS CHEAP! COFFEE’S CHEAPER!”


  “Wow. It’s where I wanted to go,” Bronwyn said. “It’s the Unspeakable Mystery place.”


  “They sound a little desperate,” Josh said.


  “I usually never stop here,” Ely said.


  “Why’s that?” Josh asked.


  “That thing they got. That attraction. Gives me the creeps.”


  Then, Ely slowed the truck, and it groaned and rattled a bit. He turned the wheel to the left, crossing the empty highway, and then spun the wheel to the right, taking the truck onto the gravelly service road.


  



  When he dropped them off near the pumps, Ely said, “Now, if you ever get lost out here, find your way over to Naga, and look for end of the paved road, and the silvery light from the hubcaps in the sun and ZZ Top blasting from the back. You’re welcome to see my place and check out Naga. It’s a cool town, but probably not as sophisticated as you two. You kids be careful on the road. Lots of nuts out there.”


  



  The Brakedown Palace Gas and Sundries was the biggest thing for milesmainly because there was nothing around it. Bronwyn went in to buy some more cigarettes, and Josh went around by the garage bays to look for the boss.


  A big man, the size of a bear and with a growl not far from one, rose up out of a greasepit in the back. He had sun-baked copper skin that had begun to go from tan to alligator hide. “Whatja want?”


  “Our car’s got a flat. Just back a little ways. Down the road.”


  The man’s eyes were almost like fish-eyes, nearly perfectly round. A nose like a hammer, and big lips that held an unlit cigarette between them. He wore a black bandanna tied around his head, and an enormous white t-shirt that clung tight to his barrel-chest and pot belly. His hips were wide, and he wore stained jeans that looked like they were homemade. On his feet, boots with steel tips at the toes. He was exactly what Bronwyn would call “a real character.”


  “Hell, kid, I’m busy. You need a tow? It’ll be twenty minutes at best.”


  “Okay,” Josh said.


  “Fifty bucks.”


  “Fifty? It’s just a couple miles away. Fifty bucks?”


  “Take it or leave it.”


  “I don’t know. I just don’t know. Fifty? Doesn’t that seem a little absurd?”


  The man shrugged, then wiped some grease-sweat off his brow. “There’s another gas station, twenty-five miles up. You want to go there, I ain’t stoppin’ you.”


  



  



  After a discussion with Bronwyn, the fee was paid, the tow truck went out, and soon enough, Tammy, Griff, and Ziggy showed up, looking as if they had been drained of all energy, with the car hooked like a mackerel to the back of the truck.


  The big guy was named Charlie Goodrow, and after introducing himself around, he told them that they could each have a Coke on him.


  “Fifty bucks worth of Coke,” Josh said.


  The sun was moving westward too fast, and someone finally asked Goodrow how long it might take for the tire change, and Charlie Goodrow laughed and said, “Go wander the shop. I’ll have it down in twenty minutes. Or less. I’ll check your brakes, too. Free of charge.”


  “Fifty bucks worth of checking brakes,” Josh said, only barely under his breath.


  “I want to go see the Great Unspeakable Mystery,” Bronwyn said. “It’s less than a buck and you enter in the back of the store.”


  



  



  All of them went into the Sundries Shop for the free Cokes, and Tammy wanted to look at the cheap jewelry they had near the Indian blankets. Bronwyn grabbed Griff by the elbow, and tugged him toward the back of the shop. There was a narrow door there, and it had a sign that read, “For the CHEAP ADMISSION PRICE of just 75 CENTS! See the Eighth Wonder of the World! The Mystery of the Southwest! The Aztec Demon Known as Xipe Totec! Found many miles south of here, smuggled up by an outlaw who believed it contained treasures! SEE THE UNSPEAKABLE SAVAGE MYSTERY OF THE ANCIENT PRE-COLUMBIAN WORLD!”


  “Come on,” Bronwyn said, pulling on his arm. Griff pulled away.


  “I’m waiting for Tammy.”


  “Josh?” Bron let go of Griff, and stomped over to where Josh stood, near the glass refrigerator, sipping his Coke.


  “Okay, but we’re not paying,” Josh said. “We’ve already blown tonight’s motel room budget on the car. I don’t intend to make Charlie Goodrow a little richer.”


  



  



  Griff and Tammy followed them, and Ziggy showed up soon after, slurping his Coke through a straw. There was just a little box for the quarters, but none of them put any in, and since it was honor system, they snuck through the entry feeling like delinquents. Josh didn’t, though. He felt damn good when he went in there and said, “Fifty bucks worth of the Unspeakable Mystery of the Universe.”


  The corridor was dark, but with fine spears of light that came through at the roof’s edge. They’d left the rectangular building of the Brakedown Palace, and had entered on a concrete floor, down a walkway with corrugated metal walls and what seemed to be a curved roof.


  “It’s a Quonset hut,” Josh said. “They had them on the sub base when I was a kid.”


  “Navy brat,” Tammy said, in a way that was so sexy that it nearly turned Josh on to hear her voice. She purred like a kitten sometimes.


  Then, the spears of light became brighter.Bulbs had been strung along the roof, hanging down like clunky Christmas ornaments. The wiring above their heads was exposed as the lights brightened.


  “Holy shit,” Ziggy said. “This is like some freak show.”


  He pointed to the metal walls. Small dried animals hung by stringslizards, rats, rabbits, quail.


  “That’s sick.”


  “It’s just shit you find on the desert,” Griff said. “Dried up crap and dead animals.”


  Then, as they ventured forward, they entered into a well-lit space that had poorly made wood and stone sculpture. “The ancient Aztecs were a fierce, bloodthirsty people,” Bronwyn read from the sign above the sculpture. “Jesus, some moron wrote this up. Ignorant desert scum.” Then, she glanced at the diorama. “Oh my god, look,” she said with a voice that seemed as much filled with childish wonder and still held the possibility of being disgusted, “They’re little Aztecs, sacrificing someone. How adorable. And repulsive.”


  Josh crouched down and glanced over the divider that kept the diorama and sculpture protected from tourists. “That’s funky.” It was a replica of a Mexican pyramid, about knee-high, and at the flat top, a little stone-carved man was cutting open another little stone-carved man. On the wall, beyond this, a cheap plastic replica of a Mayan calendar. “Someone’s obsessed with Aztecs and Mayans here.”


  “Some redneck who doesn’t know his history well enough,” Bronwyn said.


  “It’s like a dollhouse of death,” Tammy said, a sweet edge to her voice.


  “You’re my doll,” Griff said, pulling her tightly into him, and somehow managing to unbutton the top two buttons of her blouse at the same time.


  They moved on, down the long corridor that went, alternately, dark and then light again as various kind of bulbs and lamps lit sections, highlighting pictures that had obviously been torn from a book on the Aztecs. There was a scene of blood running from a warrior’s chest, a look of horror on his face, as several priests stood around him, with one raising his still-beating heart high. Other large pictures included a poorly done painting of what appeared to be a tomb with stone jaguars and scorpions and what Josh guessed was the Aztec god, Quetzalcoatl. A crystal skull hung suspended above their heads. They all giggled and snorted or just laughed out loud as they passed through a spot-lighted area with a tall carved-wood sculpture of a naked woman. The sign behind the sculpture read, “This work of art was found behind the arroyo and is believed to have been carved by the Ancients.”


  Finally, a new doorway, and over it, the sign, “It’s not too late to turn back! You don’t want to see the Unspeakable Mystery! The Ancient Savage Flayer of Men! The Flesh-Scraper of the Pyramids of Teotihuacan!”


  Josh was the first one through the door, and what he saw there made him cry out.


  



  



  Dave Olshaker had been on the road too long, and was sleepy as hell. He and Billy Dunne had to slap each other a few times just to keep their eyes open, and then the heat of the day just fried them out, that and the piss-warm beer. Dave had to take a dump twice back in the sagebrush because something he’d eaten the night before hadn’t set well.


  But they had watched it all.


  Billy had wanted to go help with the tire change. “It’s our chance. We can help ‘em, and then beat the shit out of Griff. And you can get Tammy.”


  But Dave, not feeling so great, held back. He’d just driven around and around the narrow, dusty side road off the highway, trying to keep out of sight of the gang with the Pimpmobile.


  Once the towtruck had come out, he decided to follow it up to the Brakedown Palace, but he still stayed a ways back until he saw all of them go inside the shop.


  When he drove up to the Palace, he gassed up the car, and then, he went inside.


  “Fuel,” Billy said, grabbing Hostess Cupcakes, Twinkies, and some Drake’s Yodels from the shelves, stuffing them down his pants as if the bulge wouldn’t be noticeable.


  “That a Twinkie in your jeans or are you just happy to see me?” Dave chuckled.


  “Where’d they go anyway?” Billy asked.


  Charlie Goodrow had come back inside the shop, and pointed to the doorway in the back. “They went back there. And you’re paying for every damn Twinkie you got in your pants, kid.”


  



  



  Inside the inner sanctum, Josh was shocked by the smellit was of some kind of church incense. The room was smoky with it.


  The others came up behind him, Tammy coughing, Ziggy saying something about getting high off “sacred fumes,” and Bronwyn pointing out the lack of ventilation, despite the cigarette hanging out of her mouth.


  But Josh had already gone over to the display case. The Mystery. The Great and Powerful It.


  With spotlights on signs and images behind itsigns that warned of ancient curses and Aztec savagery, and images of the Pyramids of the Sun and Moon as well as of some man-creature covered with blood, holding what looked like a human head in his handsa glass case stood at the center of the room, lit from beneath and behind with a cool blue and white light, and within the glass display, some kind of curved rock.


  It was in what looked like a large stone bowl. As if a geode the size of a desk had been cracked open to cradle it.


  “It’s a dead kid,” Griff said.


  “No, it’s not. Look at the hands.”


  “And feet,” Josh added. “Christ.”


  “It’s disgusting,” Tammy said.


  “I don’t know,” Bronwyn said. “Makes me feel a little creepy. But it has its good points.”


  “Like?”


  Bronwyn shrugged. “It looks like the kind of baby someone I know will have someday.”


  “Like a baby freak,” Griff said.


  The only one not talking much was Ziggy. Josh noticed that he just stood off to the side, and wouldn’t do more than peer at the Great Unspeakable Mystery from the corner of his eye, as if it reminded him of something not so wonderful.


  The thing itself was a light dusty gray color all over with a sort of brackish, almost seaweed under-color to itfaint, but noticeable. Its skull seemed enlarged, as it if were too big for the rest of its skeleton. Wrapped around its head and along its collarbone, gauze-like strips, that criss-crossed all the way to its shriveled belly. Its skin was somehow glued to the gauze, and Josh just blurted out, “It’s a mummy. A creepy little crappy mummy. These people are whack jobs to sell tickets to it.”


  Its hands were elongated, with fingers that looked more like fins that then curled into talons. At the end of its fingertips, what looked like long, sharp, curved, black, shiny, smooth stone that ended in hooks. Its feet and toenails were similar.


  In its eye sockets, two rounded turquoise stones.


  Bronwyn read aloud from one of the signs. “It is a creature of the night, although it never sleeps. But the Sun God is its enemy, and so it prefers darkness.”


  Its hands were crossed over each other, with a twisted, knotted rope keeping them together.


  “It looks like a big baby, sleeping,” Tammy cooed. “From Hell.”


  “Big ugly bondage baby,” Griff chuckled.


  “It’s the size of a kid. Maybe it’s a small adult. I can’t tell,” Bronwyn said.


  “I like the turquoise,” Tammy added. “I kept hoping we’d find someplace to find some decent jewelry out here. So far, this is the closest I’ve come to any.”


  “Maybe I should pop his little eyes out,” Griff said. “Put them in a necklace for you.”


  “Ew,” Tammy said.


  “How could they do this?” Josh asked. “They had to dig up a grave and then do something to the body? It’s sick.”


  Bronwyn lit up a cigarette. “Maybe. But you know, out here on the desert, people die, bodies are found years later. The desert mummifies them. Maybe it’s fake. I mean, it could be plastic.”


  “I bet it is,” Griff said.


  “Nope, it’s real,” Josh said.


  “No way. Look at those hands. Nobody can have hands like that. Look at them. It’s so fake it’s funny.”


  Josh leaned over the glass cover of the display. “I can’t tell. This is probably all fake.”


  “Just lift the lid up,” Griff said. Then, he pushed Josh back a little and went to feel under the glass lid. “Here’s the hinge.” He lifted the lid up and held it back. “Touch it.”


  “No thanks.”


  “Oh, Christ, chicken shit.” Griff reached in and touched the forehead of the skull.


  For just a second, Josh felt as if something happened. Not anything awful, just as if something changed. Then, he began coughing. It was dustthe dust of the display case had come up in a brief smoky cloud and then dissipated.


  “Hell,” Griff said.


  “What is it?”


  “It’s warm. This thing is warm.”


  “No shit,” Bronwyn said. “It probably bakes in here every day.”


  “No, I mean, it’s…it’s…alive!” Griff shouted and then cackled gleefully. Then, stupidly, he let go of the glass display top, and it fell backward, shattering on the floor.


  Each of them looked at the other.


  “I wonder how much that’ll cost to replace,” Bronwyn said.


  After several seconds, Josh said, “They didn’t hear it in the shop. We’re too far out here.”


  “Well, we can’t leave it like that.”


  “Oh yeah we can,” Griff said.


  That’s when Josh noticed the sign. He read it aloud. “Please Do Not Touch Glass. We at the Brakedown Palace have nicknamed this special ancient mummy, Scratch, and he has been good luck for us all these years. We must warn any who view it that there is a legend that once Scratch gets fresh human skin under its fingernails and the taste of blood, he'll come back from oblivion to reap the human harvest. Do Not Touch. Do Not Feed.”


  “Scratch. Now that’s original,” Bronwyn said. "That's nothing but some little kid mummified and they stuck fake longer fingernails on him. But they call him ‘Scratch’. Lovely Mr. Goodrow.”


  “There’s something wrong with this,” Tammy said. For the first time since he’d known her, Josh felt he heard something adult in her voice, as if she’d been hiding behind a little-girl persona during college. “I don’t feel good about it.”


  “I know. It’s not right,” Ziggy said, startling the others.


  Josh turnedZiggy had pressed himself up against the metal wall. He was tripping somehowit looked as if he’d finally hit the legendary limit of too much weed and too much speed. “What’s up. Zig?”


  “I had a dream about this. A vision. Like a shaman.”


  Griff snorted. “Doin’ ‘shrooms, was ya?”


  “I had this vision where I saw this thing coming for me, only it was all bloody and torn up, but it had eyes just like this.”


  “It was a dream. That’s all,” Josh said.


  “I don’t know. Shit. I am never ever taking anything again,” Ziggy said. “Crap. My brain is fried. I know it is.”


  Bronwyn went over to him and touched the edge of his elbow. “It’s okay. It’s okay. Look, let’s go back down to the shop. I’m sure the car’s nearly ready. We can get some Cokes. Want a Coke? My treat.”


  "Some freak put this together," Ziggy whispered. “Some freak. Some sick nutjob. That’s a kid. Or a dwarf. Or a very little person. Jesus Holy Mother of Mary.”


  “It’s okay,” Bronwyn said, softly. She tugged at his arm, and Ziggy, head down, began walking with her down the long corridor, past the paintings and the stonework of the Quonset Hut, back to the shop at the Brakedown Palace.


  “I never wanna get that burnt out on drugs,” Tammy said. “I like weed too much.”


  “Remember that acid?”


  “Only three times,” Tammy said.


  “Let’s get out of here,” Josh said.


  “Eh, we just broke some cheap piece of glass. It’s no biggie,” Griff said. “Hey, let’s find out if this thing is real. Let’s feed it.”


  “Hardy-har-har.”


  “I mean it. Come on. We can just give it a little skin. Just a little.”


  “You’re getting creepy on me, baby,” Tammy said.


  “Creepy can be good.” Griff reached for her left breast and gave it a squeeze. Tammy slapped him hard on the cheekthe smack echoed as much as the breaking glass had.


  Josh stood there, wishing he could disappear.


  “You slut,” Griff spat, and swung a fist out at Tammy, connecting with the side of her neck. Tammy fellknocked off her feet by the blow.


  “Hey!” Josh moved forward, grabbing Griff’s arm, pulling it back.


  Griff tugged hard, pulling Josh off-balance.


  “Leave me the hell alone!” Griff shouted. Josh wasn’t sure what he yelled back, and he was only dimly aware that Tammy was screaming and weeping in a heap in the corner, but the next thing he knew, he was thrown backward into the glass display case.


  He felt a sliver of glass go into his side, and then a sick little crunch.


  At first, he thought he’d broken his back, but then realized it was just the Unspeakable Mystery Attraction, Scratch, beneath him.


  “Shit,” Josh moaned, finally. “You probably killed me.”


  Griff’s face was deep red and sweatybut the smash-up of the display had got his attention and stopped the fight.


  “Did I kill you?”Griff said.


  Griff gingerly pulled him up by the waist from the broken display.


  Josh felt a pain in his back and side, but after a minute, lifting his torn shirt up, Griff only found two small bits of glass, and they had just scraped his skin a bit.


  “Oh man,” Griff said.


  “You are one fat moron,” Tammy said, as if it were the worst insult she could hurl.


  “Okay. Just leave me alone,” Josh said, pulling back from Griff.


  “I want to make sure you’re okay.”


  “I’m fine. Okay? I’m fine. Don’t touch me. And do not hit her ever again.”


  “She hit me first,” Griff said.


  “What, are you two-years’ old? She slapped you because you copped a feel. And you slugged her. Get a grip. See a psychiatrist. But don’t ever hit her again.”


  Then, to Tammy, “You okay?”


  She rubbed her neck, and accepted his outstretched hand as a lift up. “I’m fine.”


  “Oh baby, I’m sorry,” Griff said. “I’m so so sorry, baby.”


  “I know you are.” Tammy let go of Josh’s hand, and stepped toward Griff.


  I do not believe this, Josh thought. They are going to kiss and make up.


  And that’s when he happened to glance down and see the body of Scratch.


  "Fucking corpse," Griff said, squatting down it.


  “Holy shit,” Josh said. “We broke it.”


  “Goddamn kids,” a gruff voice from down the corridor.


  Josh spun aroundit was none other than Charlie Goodrow with a big shotgun at his side.


  



  



  “Holy mother of fuck!” one of them shouted.


  Josh wasn’t even sure who’d shouted, and it might’ve even come from his mouth. They all went runningat least that’s what it seemed likeJosh pushing Bronwyn forward through the final door that expelled them into blinding sunlight. They just ran as fast as they could to the car, which was parked just outside the garage bay at the side of the Brakedown Palace Gas & Sundries building. Josh noticed that the gas cap was off, but that didn’t matter. They had to get the hell out of there.


  “Where’s Griff?” Tammy cried out, alternately laughing hysterically and whining a bit.


  “Just get in!” Josh said, shoving her into the back of the car. Ziggy, somehow, had already managed to squeeze into the back ahead of them.


  “Hurry up! He’s crazy!” Bronwyn shouted from the frontseat.


  Then, there was the sound of the shotgun’s blast.


  “Griff!” Bronwyn shouted.


  But Griff came running around the corner with what looked like a kid in his arms. He was laughing hysterically as he ran.


  “Go! Go!” he shouted and then leapt into the shotgun seat of the car, squeezing Bronwyn over into Josh’s driver’s seat. Josh got the car in reverse, and his foot dropped heavily onto the accelerator. The car screeched, and then he put it in drive, but it went in neutral instead. The thought flashed through his mind that the engine would stall, but he knocked the lever into drive, and at that moment, here’s what he saw, frozen in some strange tableau, as if he’d set off a flash camera to stop the action of life for a moment:


  Not Charlie Goodrow running from the back of the Palace, but someone who looked big and slovenly and had a little blonde sidekick with him. It registered who it was:


  Dave Olshaker? What the


  Then the action of life began again, and Dave limped and half-jogged toward them.


  “I been shot!” Dave shouted, clutching his ass. “I been shot!”


  “Sons of bitches!” his sidekick shouted at them.


  “Tammy! I love you, baby! Come back to me!” Dave howled, and then fell to the pavement, his hands still nursing his butt.


  But the Pimpmobile was already heading out onto the service road, kicking up dust and gravel in its wake.


  



  



  “This is just too much to process,” Bronwyn said when Josh finally slowed the car down, having driven off the road a little, out behind a hill, at least twenty miles away from the Brakedown Palace.


  “What the hell was Olshaker doing there? What the hell?” Josh asked, glancing in the rearview mirror at Tammy, who glared back at him.


  “Don’t look at me,” she said. “I dumped him a long time ago. I guess some people just never give up.”


  “He’s a prick,” Griff said. “But looks like he got shot up in the hiney.”


  And it was sometime between spinning out of the gas station, and getting out onto the dusty road, that Josh realized what Griff had brought with him.


  The Unspeakable Scratch.


  “Little bastard,” as Ziggy started to call it.


  “You stole that thing?”


  “Come on. It’s not just a thing. It’s the Unspeakable Mystery of the Ancient Aztecs,” Griff said, holding his prize up on his lap, like a ventroloquist’s dummy. “Hello, my name is Scratch.”


  “I gotta pee,” Tammy said. “Come on. I gotta pee. When I get nervous, I gotta pee.”


  “Okay, okay,” Bronwyn said. “Get out and go take a leak.”


  “Come with me. I’m scared.”


  Bronwyn made a noise of moderate disgust from the back of her throat, but flicked her cigarette out into the dirt and pushed Griff and his stolen Mystery out of the car.


  “What, are you two years’ old?” she asked Tammy.


  “There might be snakes. And scorpions.”


  “One can only hope,” Bronwyn said.


  



  



  “What happened back there?”


  “It was funny as hell,” Griff said. “That old man came at us with the gun, but he didn’t know that Olshaker and his buddy were right behind him. God knows what the hell Olshaker’s doing out here. He’s obsessed with my girl, and I guess he’s been trailing us. Well, the old guy spun around, Olshaker squealed like a little kid and tried to grab the shotgun. I was surprised to see the little shit myself, but after you guys took off, you missed the best partOlshaker and his buddy fighting with the old guy for the shotgun, and I just saw this little fella and decided he’d be great back at The House.”


  Griff always referred to his frat house as The House. Scratch would not be the first thing he’d ever stolen for The House. He had a stag’s head from one of the Dean’s homes, up in the balcony room on the second floor, and he’d even stolen a trophy from a rival football team and they had it in the basement of The House.


  “Imagine this little guy up on the mantle during a party. Cowabunga!” He laughed, pulling the little mummy’s arms up in the air, pretending to talk with a babyish voice. “I’m the Monster of the House! Wheee!”


  “Why’d you steal it?”


  He shrugged. “Chill out. He’s all broke up around the ribs. We’d have had to pay for it anyway.” Then, he held up one of Scratch’s fingernails. “See? Broke right off.”


  He passed it over to Josh, who nearly pricked his finger on the sharp tip.


  “It’s obsidian. Like a knife. Sharp as hell.”


  “I think it’s a cool souvenir from this crappy trip,” Griff said.


  Ziggy in the backseat had already lit up a joint, and he and Griff passed it back and forth, waiting for the girls to come back to the car.


  They were all quiet for a minute or two, and then Ziggy said, “Just don’t feed that little bastard.”


  “Huh?”


  “It said don’t feed it.”


  “I wonder what it eats,” Griff said. “I mean, if it eats skin or blood, then I hate to say it, but our buddy Josh already gave it it’s first meal. Look.” Griff pressed his finger to Scratch’s clenched jaws. He drew his finger back and held it up. A tiny spot of blood. “When you fell on it, buddy. It got a little taste o’ Joshua.”


  “We’re so very, very screwed,” Ziggy said.


  



  



  “Don’t be ridiculous,” Josh laughed. “Oh my god, Ziggy, give up the weed. It’s messing with your head. I mean it. Give it up.”


  “No, we’re cursed. I know we are. That little bastard was in my vision dream. Shamans used mushrooms and herbs and weed to see things. I saw it. I had a shaman trip. I saw the little bastard in it. We’re up shit’s creek like nobody’s ever been up shit’s creek.”


  “Further up the creek than you’d guess, Plow-boy” Griff said. He pointed to the gas gage.


  It was just beneath empty.


  “Great. Just great,” Josh said, hitting the horn with his fist.


  The sound of the horn echoed across the dusty road.


  



  After a minute, Ziggy said, “Throw the little bastard out. It’s bad luck.”


  



  



  The trunk of the Pimpmobile popped up.


  “This is the ugliest, nastiest thing I’ve ever seen,” Josh said. “When we get going again, we’re going to return it. We are.”


  “No way,” Griff said, heaving Scratch into the back of the trunk, among the girl’s suitcases and the guys’ backpacks and clothes.


  They both stared at it.


  “What were you thinking? What was going on in that mind of yours? You thought, ‘I’ll add robbery to my college career. Not just robbery, but stealing a nasty stupid sick little gas station mummy that’s probably covered with some diseases lice or something’.”


  “Look. Live slow, die slow if you want. I watched my grandpa live like that and he ended up spending ten years in a damn nursing home. You live like that, you get a long boring life. Go ahead, have that life. Someday when you’re in that nursing home sucking back puree and shittin’ your diapers, you’re going to remember this moment,” Griff said, chuckling. “You’ll remember its face. Look at it. With its little grin. It’s kinda cute.”


  “That’s not a grin. That’s dried up flesh around clenched teeth in some old corpse with an enlarged skull. That is the ugliest thing I’ve ever seen.”


  “Don’t say that about my newborn baby. It’s grinning,” Griff said, and then slammed the trunk closed. He slapped his hand around Josh’s shoulder. “It does not get cooler than this.”


  “You just put a corpse in with my clothes,” Josh said.


  “Don’t think of it as a corpse. Think of it,” Griff said, “as a memento.”


  



  



  Tammy dropped her jeans and stepped out of her panties to squat down and take a leak.


  “You okay?” Bronwyn asked, her back to Tammy.


  “Fine.”


  “Olshaker must really love you,” Bronwyn said.


  “Like a bounty hunter,” Tammy said. Then, when she was done, she got back into her panties and jeans, zipping up. “He’s a guy I’d like to put in jail.”


  “He steal something of yours?”


  “Maybe,” Tammy said. “You got a smoke on you?”


  “Sure,” Bron said. “Here ya go.” She passed her one of the few remaining cigarettes. Then, she slid one out of the pack for herself and lit it up. Sucked in that first taste of smoke.


  “I know I’m going to have to quit someday. Everybody either quits or gets cancer.”


  “Or both,” Tammy said, lighting hers from Bronwyn’s.


  “When I’m having a bad day, a smoke just takes the edge off things.”


  “How true. I started when I was fourteen because I saw an ad with these beautiful women smoking and I just wanted to be one of them. Stupid, huh? But I was fourteen and I didn’t look like much then and I just wanted to be grown-up more than anything in the world.” Tammy blew a perfect smoke ring into the air.


  “I started smoking when my folks split. I was a little younger than that. I thought I was intellectual to do it. I thought all these French intellectuals smoked, why not me?” Bronwyn laughed, coughing out a brief white cloud. “I think that’s pretty stupid, too. I snuck cigarettes from my mother’s purse. She didn’t smoke much, so she always had a full pack. She never mentioned the ones that were missing.”


  “We have a lot in common,” Tammy grinned. “I snuck smokes from my older brother’s sock drawer. They always smelled a little like dirty feet because he rarely ever washed his gym socks and he just balled them up and threw them in there on top of his packs of Marlboro.”


  Bronwyn let out a guffaw. “I had a boyfriend once who never washed anything. He smelled like a locker-room half the time.”


  They both puffed on their cigarettes.


  Tammy said, softly, “You still love Griff.”


  Bronwyn took a breath. “Yeah, I guess I do. I guess I do.” She glanced over at Tammy and chuckled slightly. “It’s stupid, I know. I’m practically the top of our class, I’m planning to get a master’s and then maybe even a Ph.D., and he probably wants the kind of woman who…” Realizing what she’d just begun saying, she added, “I don’t mean…what it sounds like…I mean…I mean, what I mean”


  Tammy cut her off. “I know how you think of me. I know what the other girls think, too. But what you don’t know about me could fill a book. But I know what you mean.”


  “I’m a jerk,” Bronwyn said.


  “I like him,” Tammy said. “But he’s not the kind of guy you’re really supposed to fall in love with.”


  The sky was beautiful and Bronwyn’s eyes started filling with tears, which she quickly wiped away.


  Tammy slung an arm over Bronwyn’s shoulder. “You should find someone new. He’s not the best guy. He’s a fun guy. But he’s not right for you. Or for me. We’re gonna break up.”


  “What? You have all this…sex all the time.”


  “Sure,” Tammy said, puffing on the cig. “I like sex with him. He likes sex with me. But there’s not much else.”


  “Oh.”


  “Yeah, I know what that ‘oh’ means. ‘Oh, you’re happy being a slut’. Just because I like to party and have a little fun, doesn’t mean I am just some mindless bimbo. Look, we’re in college. Someday I’m going to be like my mother. I know it. I can feel it. All uptight and full of rules and making sure the silver’s polished for Thanksgiving, even if I have some half-assed career. I know I’m headed that way. And I want to put that off as long as possible. I don’t want a ring on my finger, not yet. Not for years. And Griff is…Griff is a pretty boy. He’s a jock. He’s a guy who’s young and has fun and gets along with nearly everybody when he’s not acting like a four-year-old. He’s not long-term for me. Or for you.”


  “Says you.”


  “That’s right,” Tammy said. “Says me.”


  “You don’t think you might be hurting yourself?” Bronwyn asked.


  Tammy drew back a little, and began walking back to the car. She turned around to glance back at Bronwyn, after just a few steps forward. “You might just ask yourself that same question.”


  



  After the girls got back, they all piled back into the Pimpmobile. Josh drove another few miles along the road, but finally the car came to a sputtering halt.


  “End of the line,” Ziggy said. “Nowheresville, USA.”


  Josh felt a pain in his stomacha knot of tension. “You know, you’d think I’d be smart enough to fill-up with gas at a gas station.”


  “I didn’t think it was near empty,” Griff said. “I’m almost positive we had half a tank left.”


  “Almost,” Tammy said, somewhat archly.


  Bronwyn said, “It’s nearly six. I wonder what time it’ll get dark.”


  “We’ve got food in the back,” Griff said. “We still have the cooler full of beer, too.”


  “And a mummified body stolen from a gas station,” Josh said. “Or did you forget that? Will the beer taste better with a little corpse on it?” Then, he slapped his forehead. “Christ Almighty! My dad told me to get a CB radio in case I ever got stuck somewhere. He told me. He said, ‘Josh, you never know when the car’s going to break down.’ He doesn’t really give a flyer about me most of the time, but this was one of those few times when he did,” Josh said, slowly, softly. “I’m so stupid. Stupid. Stupid.”


  “I wonder if the guy at the Brakedown Palace is calling the cops,” Ziggy said. “We stole his big attraction.”


  “That piece of crap?” Griff snorted. “He’ll dig up another corpse in some old Indian graveyard around here. And then he’ll have a whole new pile of bullshit to sell.”


  



  



  Somewhere nearby, in some dark, nearly airless place, a breath was exhaled, and motes of dust and nearly microscopic bits of bone coughed from a jaw that had not opened in a long, long time.


  



  



  They made a fire in the dirt. Bronwyn’s lighter had come in handy. Josh and Griff gathered some slender sticks of wood for kindling, and then a larger piece of some dried-up gray wood that burned really well. They spread a couple of thin cotton blankets out on the ground, and spent some time making sure there weren’t any creepy-crawlies nearby.


  They passed around the contents of the bag of junk food that Bronwyn had bought at the Brakedown Palace. The passed around gas station sandwiches, Tastee-Cakes, and a couple of warm Cokes like it was Holy Communion.


  The beer was cool, and they each got a can, and suddenly, as the sun went down in a blaze of pink and gold glory, Josh felt pretty good.


  “This is an adventure,” he said, leaning back against Bronwyn’s knees.


  “Some adventure,” she said.


  “Nope, he’s right,” Griff said. “My uncle told me to have a lot of adventures in college. This could be cool.”


  “When we’re completely dried up and burning up in the sun, we won’t call this an adventure,” Bronwyn said. “We’ll call it the last day of our life. And I’m never making it to L.A. I can tell you that.”


  “You’re kidding, right?” Tammy asked. “We’re not in any real trouble here. I don’t think.”


  Bronwyn shrugged. “Okay. I guess I was exaggerating. I have three packs of Merits left, so I’ll live.”


  “Until the cigs kill you,” Griff said.


  “Years from now I’ll regret smoking. But right now, I regret nothing, as they say.”


  Ziggy kept looking out in the purple darkness. “I wonder if there are wolves.”


  “There aren’t wolves,” Josh said. “I don’t think. Maybe coyotes. But we don’t have to worry about them.”


  “Yeah, coyotes, rattlesnakes, big black scorpions the size of my wang,” Griff said.


  Josh made a sound in the back of his throat.


  Griff shot him a look. “Yeah?”


  “Your wang always seems to come up, if you’ll pardon the expression.”


  Griff grinned. “He needs a breath of fresh air now and then.”


  “Yuck,” Bronwyn coughed.


  Tammy laughed. “Oh, good grief, get a sense of humor you guys. Hey, this is like girl scout camp.”


  “Time to make a few brownies, then,” Griff said, heading off into the darkness to do his business.


  Bron and Josh both groaned at his gross joke.


  “Damn, that reminds me,” Bronwyn said. “Anybody bring toilet paper?”


  “I have a ton of tissues in my backpack,” Tammy said. “In the trunk.”


  “Good. I hope it’s a ton that will last all of us through tomorrow. Damn. I wonder how far it is to the nearest town.”


  “Hey!” Josh said, leaning forward and sitting up. “Naga. That was the name of the town. We can’t be more than, I don’t know. Ten, fifteen miles. It was on the map.”


  “The map you lost?”


  “I didn’t lose it. It fell out of my back pocket. I guess when I fell on that little bastard,” he grinned, glancing at Ziggy who kept his eyes on the fire.


  “If this town is that close, why can’t we see it?” Griff asked. “I mean, I don’t see lights anywhere out there.”


  “I bet it’s north of here. I bet we’re south of where we thought we were. I bet it’s over those hills,” Josh pointed up to the ridge of hills that seemed to have an aura of indigo against the ever dimming sky.


  “Maybe other cars will come by. Or truckers.”


  “Like Ely,” Bronwyn said, remembering the truckdriver who’d given them a lift.


  “Yeah, you guys were lucky. He was cute,” Tammy said.


  “He was not cute,” Griff said, coming back into the campfire circle. “He was a redneck.”


  “I hope you washed your hands,” Tammy said.


  “With sand,” Griff grinned.


  “Nope, Ely is high on the lustometer,” Bronwyn said.


  “God, I’m all out of brewsky,” Griff finished the last of his beer.


  “Lustometer?”


  “Yep. Some guys are high on it.”


  “You got some weed to share, Zig?” Griff asked.


  “I thought we said no pot,” Josh said.


  “Ziggy broke that rule at least two thousand miles ago. I bet you scored some in El Paso. Did you Zig?”


  Ziggy grinned. “Maybe. Maybe in Oklahoma.”


  “Oklahoma? They grow weed in Oklahoma?”


  “Maybe somewhere along the road. We stopped in a lot of places. I ain’t sayin’.”


  “I knew it!” Griff laughed, clapping his hands together. “Come on. We’re all screwed here. Might as well enjoy it.”


  “I’m not into grass,” Josh said.


  “Tight-ass,” Griff said.


  “You don’t have to smoke it,” Bronwyn said. “Just make sure none of us gets too happy.”


  And then, they all got high. Josh eventually joined in, and kept saying, “I don’t think this is right. I’m only doing it because of peer pressure,” and he felt guilty about smoking dope and wondered if the cops were going to descend and arrest them all.


  “I got a joke,” Griff said. “Here’s how it goes.”


  “You’re awful with jokes!” Bronwyn shouted out.


  “He’s great at telling jokes. I love his jokes,” Tammy said. “Tell it. Tell a good one, Griff.”


  “Okay. It is really, really good.”


  “So you say,” Josh said.


  “Okay. This guy goes into a restaurant. And the waitress who is this hot little number with big tits and this great ass, says, ‘What can I get you?’ And the guy says, ‘How about a quickie?’ And the waitress says, ‘You don’t mean that. You mean ”


  Josh laughed, clapping his hand. “You’re telling it all wrong. You’re gonna give away the punchline.”


  Griff laughed. “Shit. Maybe I remembered it wrong.”


  “Okay, it’s a stupid joke. It’s really stupid,” Josh said.


  “Just let him tell it,” Tammy said.


  “No, I probably ruined it. You tell it,” Griff said to Josh.


  “Okay. But it’s bad. Remember. It’s bad and it’s stupid. Okay. A guy walks into a restaurant. He sits down. The waitress comes over and says, ‘What’re you having?’ and he says, ‘how about a quickie?’ And the waitress slaps him. Then she says, ‘So tell me what you want, and none of this fresh stuff,’ and he says, ‘Well, I really want a quickie. I’ve never had one,’ and she slaps him again and stomps off. And the guy across from him, he’s been watching this and he leans over and says to the guy, ‘it’s pronounced quiche.’”


  No one laughed.


  “I told you it was bad.”


  “Man, you cannot tell a joke!” Griff laughed. “Man, you just can’t.” And he started butchering yet another joke.


  And then, sometime around midnight, after they’d laughed at several nearly non-existent jokes, and the girls had gotten them singing “Michael, Row the Boat Ashore,” and “Kumbaya,” and then, “Let It Be,” Ziggy passed out on the blanket in front of the fire, and Bronwyn began talking about her plans for the future, while Griff and Tammy went off into the darkness in their too-often mating ritual.


  Josh, less stoned than the others, heard the noise from the car, first.


  



  



  “What was that?”


  “What?” Bronwyn asked, sleepily, her eyes barely fluttering open.


  “That noise.”


  “Probably a coyote. Don’t worry,” she said. “They don’t get close to the fire.”


  “That was not a coyote,” Josh said.


  Then, the noise got louder.


  “That’s metal.”


  She sat up on her elbows. “Maybe. I don’t know. Maybe it’s something kinky that Griff and Tammy are doing.”


  “That was the scrape of metal, Bron. It came from over there.” Josh pointed toward the Pimpmobile. Then, he noticed just how far away they were from the road. To get to the car would take more than a minute. For some reason, this bothered him. It wasn’t exactly a quarter mile away, but the car was far enough off in the darkness that it bothered him.


  As if he had never been passed out at all, Ziggy sat straight up so fast that it freaked Josh out.


  “It’s that little bastard.”


  “What?”


  “Ziggy, don’t be silly,” Bronwyn said. “You’re high. We’re all a little stoned.”


  “Maybe,” Josh said, weighing this as a possibility. He sniffed the air. It had a curious mix of the dusty road and mesquite to it. But there was something else. Something that reminded him of a church smell. He wasn’t sure what that was, but he assumed it was in his head. All of it, in his head.


  “I didn’t hear anything,” Bronwyn said. But she said it as if she were trying to deny something even to herself. “I mean, I heard something. Just not something that seemed strange. I bet it’s because those two are going at it. They’re probably breaking the seats. They’re going at it in your car.”


  “I don’t think so,” Ziggy said. “It’s that little bastard. That’s what it is. It’s that little rat bastard.”


  Bronwyn pulled her knees into her chest and looked at the fire. She puffed away at her cigarette, and didn’t seem bothered by the noise. It’s because she doesn’t want to think about them, Josh thought. She doesn’t want to think about Griff screwing Tammy. She loves Griff. There’s no way around this. He hits girls. He’s stupid. But he looks good and girls want that. They want to feel they got the football hero. They want to feel like they won some prize. Just like guys want pretty girls, no matter what the girl is on the inside.


  She’s never going to look at me the way she looks at him. And he’s a complete jerk. But she doesn’t notice that. She just knows she wants him.


  He scootched over in the dirt, and sat next to her, crossing his legs in front of him. “You okay?” he asked.


  She shrugged, holding her cigarette aloft as if she could write in the sky with it. “Life just sucks, that’s all.”


  “I’m here,” he said, looking at her, trying to make her see him. Really see him.


  She turned her face toward him, and had an inscrutable look. “Don’t cozy up to me if you just want something from me.”


  Ziggy pushed himself up from the rock on the other side of the fire. He stood there, beyond the crackling flame, a blanket wrapped around his shoulders. “What if it’s all true? What if we brought that thing to life?” He balanced his weight on one foot and then another, and looked toward the car nervously. “It’s dark over there. I can’t see anything. But I heard that.”


  “Sit down, Zig,” Bronwyn said. “It’s okay. You’re freaking me out. Just calm down, have a smoke or something. I promise you that Scratchy-poo isn’t coming out of that trunk.”


  Josh laughed. “Scratchy-poo.”


  “Scratchy-poo,” Ziggy repeated, but didn’t laugh. He just kept watch in the direction of the car. “You know, I heard that sometimes these things have special powers. I mean, there are stones in England that Druids put together and they have ceremonies there still. And there’s a place in France where there are these caves and they found these bones. It was some ancient religious thing. And I saw on National Geographic about this temple in India where there’s this cult”


  “Zig,” Bronwyn said. “What’s your point?”


  He looked at her, and the flickering from the firelight cast his face in a brilliant yellow and red shadow. “People believe in things. They do. And maybe if they believe in them bad enough, maybe those things can be real when they don’t seem like they should.”


  “We should never have dragged you to Texas Chainsaw Massacre at Halloween,” she said. Turning to Josh, “He screamed like a baby the whole time.”


  “You never know what stuff is like until it happens to you,” Ziggy said. “You never know. People go missing all the time. Bad things happen to people and no one can explain them. I heard in Oregon that two kids got lost in the woods and got torn up, and they thought it was a tiger only no one could see how tigers could be in Oregon.”


  Bronwyn raised her hand. “Oh, pick me. I know! I know!”


  Josh cracked up, laughing.


  “What’s so funny? It happened. They said the woods were cursed. They got torn up,” Ziggy said.


  “Zig, it was because of marijuana farms. That same weed you smoke doesn’t come from nice Midwestern farmers. Some of them use tigers and mountain lions on their property to scare offor killintruders.”


  Ziggy looked at the joint in his hand.


  “What, you think the marijuana is grown by Old MacDonald? That the Feds don’t raid the plantations in Hawaii and the Northwest? That nice people run them and everybody’s stoned and happy? They’re drug lords, Zig. You smoke that stuffhell, so do I now and thenand we’re ultimately supporting people who would be happy to cut our throats if we stole an ounce of their stash. I know about those kids. I read about it. They were hiking where they shouldn’t have gone hiking,” she said.


  “You know everything, don’t you?” Ziggy said, an edge to his voice that wasn’t quite sarcasm but was close to it. “You know everything. Well, maybe we’ve gone where we shouldn’t go hiking. I saw that thing. It’s a sacred relic. I believe someone at that gas station stole it from where it was meant to rest. It’s from some old religion that we can’t even begin to understand. I believe people used to believe in it. And they died because of it. They laid down their lives in sacrifice. It freaks me out. It does. I think we’re like those kids in the woods, off the path. And that thing is a tiger. Maybe a sleeping tiger. But sleeping tigers wake up. And when they wake up, they get hungry.”


  “Sit down,” Bronwyn said. “It’s the two sex fiends doing the nasty in the Pimpmobile.”


  



  



  Griff and Tammy hadn’t made their way to the car until after they’d been up against a big flat rock that they’d stumbled across in the dark. Griff had his shirt off fast, and then was unbuttoning his shorts, which dropped to his ankles and he did what Tammy called his “penguin walk” over to her and nearly tore her top off to get to her breasts. Their lips locked, with tongues tickling, and Tammy kept whispering things to him when they weren’t kissing, and it all turned him on more. She had left the condoms in the backseat of the Pimpmobile, and so she had to disengage. “I’m all dirty,” she said.


  “I feel that way, too,” he said, grabbing around her back to keep his fingers on the nipples of delight, but she peeled his fingers back.


  “I mean dirty dirty,” she said. “All this goddamn sand. Now let go for a sec. I do not intend to get pregnant just yet and unless we just fool around, that’s a distinct possibility.”


  



  Tammy jogged to the car, opening the back door. “My bag is in here somewhere. We just used them last night. Where’d I put those Trojans?” She kneeled on the seat, bending over to check the floor for her handbag.


  “Maybe it’s in the back,” he said.


  “The trunk?” she said. “Oh, maybe. Go pop it for me,okay?”


  He wanted to pop more than the trunk, but he went around to the driver’s side, opened the door and found what he hoped was the lever for the trunk.


  It popped open slightly.


  “I’ll look,” he said. He shut the door and went around to the back of the car and lifted the trunk up.


  The light hadn’t come on in the trunk, so he rooted around in things, and threw a couple of suitcases out on the dirt. He reached into a pile of clothes, but they felt funny. He wondered why they felt so ragged.


  Then, he felt the top of Scratch’s head.


  



  



  He nearly jumped when he felt it. It was bumpy, but he knew he was touching bone. He laughed to himself at the slight chill he got from the contact. It was kind of gross having a dead little guy in the back even if it was about five hundred years old.


  Then, he thought he found Tammy’s little round suitcase, and as he reached for it, something grabbed him by the wrist.


  It wasn’t just a grab. It felt like razors on his skin.


  For just a moment he thought he’d stuck his hand into one of the other guys’ shaving kit, and somehow, someway their razor blades were all laying in a circle, like a bracelet on his wrist.


  Then he felt a pain that shot from his hand up his elbow and finally ended at his jaw.


  Something had scraped skin off his wrist.


  He tried to bring his hand out, but whatever had it, gripped it tight. It was like a bear trap on his wrist. His mind wasn’t working right as he tried to see in the dark, among the piles of crap. Then, the razors dug deeper and he screeched.


  Maybe if he’d been over at the fire, like Josh and Bronwyn and Ziggy, they’d hear that as a metallic sound.


  Maybe.


  



  



  Tammy scrambled out of the car seat, and ran back to to the trunk. She could make out Griff, but wasn’t sure what she was really seeing. It looked like he was doing some kind of crazy fast dance. His arms were jerking around and his legs were all wobbly.


  And then he began moving toward her, now slower, almost slow motion, and she saw something that looked almost like a small dog snapping at his heels.


  “Griff?” She asked.


  As he got closer to her, he whispered, “Help me. Help me. Get it off me.”


  She saw it, finally, as it scrambled up his back and perched on his shoulder, its teeth going into his neck.


  She tried to scream, but her voice was gone. All she could do was whimper. She stood there, naked, watching Griff fall to the ground, to his knees, while something on top of him made the most awful sucking sound. A spray of blood hit Tammy across her face, across her breasts, and she tasted Griff's blood on her tongue.


  And then her voice came back to her, and she screamed loud and long.


  



  



  Before the three around the fire could register the scream let alone get up and go running to them, Tammy remembered the gun. She tried to swallow the feeling of horror and shock inside herif you stop it gets you, move, girl, move and do something, don’t just be scared, take actionand she remembered Griff’s gun. He kept it in his duffel bag. The duffel bag was in the trunk. If she could run around the other side of the car, she could get it. She knew she could. She had no other weapon. There was nothing else. Quickly, she turned around and ran. She heard a strange yelp from Griff’s throat, which would be the last thing she’d ever hear from him. Her mind spun a mile a minute as she tried to process what she had seen, what was happening, but her thoughts moved into a darker place where survival was more important than logic, and where nightmares could be faced. She reached into the trunk, and felt around the suitcases and the clothes and then, she found it. His duffel bag. She reached in, pulling out his dirty laundry. Her hand touched metal. The gun. She grabbed it. She wasn’t even sure how to work it, but she knew it wasn’t rocket science. Point, aim, pull trigger, fire.


  She brought the gun up in the dark and pointed it at the thing. Her hands were shivering so she kept both of them on the gun, holding it as steady as she could. She felt for the trigger. She tried to aim as best she could.


  Griff fell completely to the earth, and that little thing was moving over him rapidly, its arms going up and then down on his body, and she saw what might be scraps of…skin? It was skinning him?


  Oh my god oh my god oh my god, she thought as she closed her eyes and squeezed the trigger. But she hadn’t squeezed hard enough. Come on. It’s a gun. You can do it. You’ve watched TV. You know how guns are shot. She squeezed it again, this time using all her strength.


  She heard an explosion that was momentarily deafening, and saw a bright light. For the barest second, she saw itthe bloody mass that was Griff, and that thingthat Scratch-thingits claws going up and down like a Beni-Hana chef as it skinned Griff, with blood pouring everywhere.


  She hadn’t hit it. She hadn’t hit anything. She hadn’t even aimed well.


  Scratch made gurgling sounds as it moved rapidly around Griff’s body.


  Then, when a flashlight’s beam hit its facethose turquoise eyes shiny green and alive in the lightit made a noise that was part growl and part shriek, and grabbed something and ran off into the darkness.


  



  



  Josh stood there, his flashlight focused on Griff’s body.


  Bronwyn came up behind him, holding a long stick that burned at one end, like it was a torch.


  Then, he put the light on Tammy. She pointed the gun at him. “Tammy,” Josh said.


  The gun went off.


  Josh instinctively fell to the ground.


  “Tammy!” Bronwyn shouted. “Put the gun down now!”


  Josh hit Tammy with the flashlight beam. Tammy’s naked body was covered with blood. Her eyes seemed wide and vacant as she stared at them. Then, she just started screaming and wouldn’t stop for the longest time.


  



  



  Ziggy was shivering as if he’d been doused with ice cold water. He kept the blanket wrapped tight around him, and he was standing as close to the fire as he could get without burning himself. He kept turning slowly around and around as if sure that someone or something would pounce at any second. He rolled the fattest doobie he could and lit it up and just sucked in as much of the smoke as possible. The world turned into the blue haze of smoke with tongues of flames shooting up from the fire.


  He saw something coming toward him in the darka low, thick shadow moving among the low scrub-brush.


  “Heya, Zigster,” it was Griff’s voice, and as the thing moved into the aura of light from the fire, he saw the little bastard monster with bloody skin all over him, moving rapidly forward, claws clicking, waving the skin of Griff’s arms and hands like too-long sleeves from its own arms, and on its large skull head, Griff’s face-skin, with eyeholes that showed shimmering green.


  Ziggy felt his heart in his throat, and his pulse grew rapid, and he took another toke and tried to get his feet to move, but something in the purple weed smoke seemed to make him feel safe. He was transfixed as the little bastard wearing Griff’s skin moved around the fire, and came toward him.


  “You ain’t gonna get me,” Ziggy said. “I’m high. I’m floatin’.”


  The little bastard scurried well around the fire, and Ziggy knew that it was the fire itself that scared the creep. Ziggy reached in and picked up the end of a stick from the edge of the fire. He waved the burning stick in front of him, slashing at the air.


  He saw the green eyes through the bloody skin. They seemed to be twitching. It was like the little bastard was thinking.


  Ziggy took a step backward. He could run. He could either climb into the fire and burn up to protect himself from the little bastard, or he could run.


  He stood a chance if he ran.


  “What are you thinking you dumb stoner?” Griff’s voice came from the creature. “You can run from the Great and Omnipotent Flayer of Men? You can’t. This thing can run, boy, let me tell you. It can run like a jaguar. It can leap real high. It can do all kinds of things. But Zig, it ain’t so bad. It really ain’t. Getting your skin all torn off ain’t the worst thing. It feels pretty good. It’s sweet. It’s about giving your life to something bigger than you. Something eternal.”


  Ziggy held his breath, and tried to get as stoned as he could off his last hit of weed.


  And then, the little bastard leapt through the air, discarding Griff’s skin, which floating slowly down into the fire as the creature latched on to Ziggy’s balls.


  



  



  “What in the world is that…stench?” Bronwyn asked. It was in the airsmoke from the fire off the road smelled like a barbeque gone bad. She and Josh and Tammy had been standing around the car, stunned. She had her arm over Tammy’s shoulder. Tammy had finally calmed for a few secondsenough time to lower the gun and quit shooting haphazardly.


  Then, they heard Ziggy’s choking scream.


  “Shit!” Tammy shouted.


  She went running down the road, her arms raised up, gun in hand, no doubt terrified for her life.


  Bronwyn began swearing, and Josh held his breath.


  They both stood there one more second, and then Josh exhaled and said, “Ziggy.”


  



  



  Josh went running out on the desert, toward the fire. He felt he was moving too slow, and he saw Ziggy’s red-lit face as he approached the fire, but it wasn’t just the firelightblood spurt up from his body. Josh got there just in time to watch the creature tear open Ziggy from neck to bowels. His steamy entrails poured out in loops. Ziggy’s eyes seemed to follow his body being ripped open, and Josh wondered for a second if he could see it.


  Josh stopped at the opposite side of the fire. He grabbed a stick from the fire. It was so hot that his hands felt as if they were burning, but he slashed it in the air, its trail of flame lighting up the night. As he got closer to the creaturenow, scaping at Ziggy’s skin and laughing gleefully in a voice that was too close to Griff’s, Josh began slamming the burning stick down on the creature. It squealed, and leapt up onto Ziggy’s head, leaning over to scratch Ziggy’s eyes out and hold them at the end of its black talons.


  It stared at Josh, but it was nearly comical looking. Its turquoise eyes seemed to change from blue to green and back to blue again. Now it spoke first with Griff’s voice and then with Ziggy’s, alternating back and forth as if, in tearing out both their throats, it had stolen their voices.


  “Get away!” it screamed. “You son-of-a-bitch, this is your old pal! Come on, boy, get the hell away!”


  Then, as Josh brought the stick down to hit the creature’s head, it leapt up as if it could fly, its claws spread wide, its arms impossibly long, and ran off into the night, letting out a shrill scream that sounded like the way Ziggy had screamed one night in his sleep.


  



  



  “Oh my god! Oh my god!” Tammy shouted while Bronwyn took a blanket and covered her. They had made it back to the fire without getting attacked. Josh stood on the other side, crouching over Ziggy’s body.


  Tammy’s teeth were chattering so loud that it was like some old typewriter noise, and she shivered as if she were freezing.


  Josh stared at Bronwyn who stared back at him. All three of them had tears streaming down their faces.


  After several minutes, Josh said, “It’s scared of fire.”


  Bronwyn, one arm still slung across Tammy’s back, reached into her breast pocket and pulled out her Merits. She slid a cigarette between her lips, dropped the pack back in her pocket, withdrew her Bic lighter, flicked it, lit the cigarette, took the first puff and said, “What the fuck is that thing?”


  “It’s the Unspeakable Mystery,” Tammy whimpered. “We let it out. We stole it. We’re all gonna die! And not just die, we’re all gonna get torn up just like Griff. Torn to itty-bitty pieces.”


  She hadn’t actually seen Ziggy’s body yet. Josh had laid a blanket over it, barely aware that he could function at all. Tammy looked around the campfire. “Where’s Ziggy?”


  Bronwyn raised her eyebrows to Josh, who went to the cooler and brought out a can of Pearl Beer. He tossed it to Bronwyn who missed it, but picked it up off the ground and dusted it off with her hand. She popped the top, and passed it to Tammy. “Take a sip. Come on. Take a sip,” she said.


  Too eagerly, Tammy grabbed the beer and chugged it down. When she was done, she dropped the can by her feet. “It got Ziggy, too?”


  Josh nodded.


  “What’s the plan?” Bronwyn asked.


  “I don’t know.”


  “We’ve got to make a plan. We’ve got Scratch coming at us.”


  Tammy started giggling. She covered her mouth, but couldn’t contain it.


  “What’s funny?” Bronwyn asked.


  “It’s not happening,” Tammy said. “Don’t you see? There’s no way in hell this can happen. It’s all a trick. Some kind of trick. Griff must be in on it.”


  Bronwyn petted the top of Tammy’s head like she was a puppy. She leaned into her, touching her scalp to Tammy’s cheek. “We’ll get through this. Don’t worry. Somehow.”


  Tammy guffawed, pulling away from Bron. “No, there’s no way this is real. It can’t be. There’s no such thing as that…thing.”


  Josh went around the fire and sat next to Bronwyn. “What about each of us grabbing a log from the fire. We walk over to the car. If we set the car on fire. Maybe…”


  Bronwyn said, “Maybe. Maybe not. Don’t you have flares in the Pimpmobile?”


  



  



  Josh brought his flashlight into the trunk of the car, and shone it around the clothes and luggage. He pulled some of the suitcases out, and the bags of clothes.


  Then, he reached down and drew something out.


  Bronwyn and Tammy huddled together, each with a burning stick in their hands.


  Josh held a small cylindrical object up. “One flare, coming up.”


  



  



  Back at the campfire, he had to wrangle with it a bit to get it to work, and then when he snapped it, it shot out into the air.


  A brilliant, ragged orange-yellow streak of light. He set it down on the ground.


  They all looked at it.


  “No one’s going to help us,” Tammy said. “No one.”


  Bronwyn glanced at her watch. “It’s just almost midnight. Maybe six hours ‘til daylight.”


  “What good’s daylight,” Tammy said. “We’ll be dead by then.”


  “We could start walking along the road.”


  “Someone will see that flare,” Josh said.


  “No one is going to see that flare unless they’re looking for us. That monster is going to come back,” Tammy said. “It’s going to cut us all up. It…it…it.” She hiccupped this last part.


  “We should go to the road. We should start walking,” Bronwyn said. “We can keep lighting sticks, one after another and then drop them when they burn out. We have the flashlight.”


  “What if we walk the wrong way?” Josh asked.


  “I’m not sure there is a wrong way.”


  “What if it’s there, out there on the road?”


  “I think it’s gone,” Bronwyn said. “Let’s assume that it’s the Flesh-Scraper. Let’s assume it got enough flesh. Let’s assume that’s all it wanted.”


  Josh wanted to go to her and hold hershe looked haunted now. She looked as if she’d gone from being a young woman of twenty to being fifty. She looked as if she had enormous sorrow at the center of her being, and he wanted to make it better for her somehow.


  But he was scared shitless, only didn’t want to talk about it. Just looking between Bronwyn and Tammy, he wasn’t sure what the hell he could do. He wanted to cry out to his father and mother to come get him. He wanted to find someone to protect him, but when he looked at the two of them, some other instinct came out within him. He wasn’t sure what to call it, other than something more than the will to survive. It was something that seemed to wrestle deep inside his mind, that made him want to protect his two friends, although he wasn’t sure that was possible. But another part of him just wanted to be safe himself, to get away from this place, to somehow wake-up from this nightmare.


  Tammy leaned forward and tapped Bronwyn to pass another beer over. “Please, I need it,” she said. Bronwyn opened two, passed one to her, and began drinking one of the cans herself. Tammy chugged this one also, and let her blanket slip. Josh was so stunned by the night’s events that he barely noticed Tammy’s nakedness beneath the blanket.


  Tammy wiped at the blood on her face as if it were water. “That thing talked. I heard it.”


  Josh nodded. “I did, too.”


  “This fries my brain,” Bronwyn said, sipping the beer. “Am I the only one who feels as if everything I ever heard of in life was a lie?”


  “Maybe this is what happens before you die,” Tammy said. “I been bad in my life. Real bad. Maybe that’s the Devil. Maybe that thing is the Devil. It sounded just like Griff. Poor Griff.”


  “It’s the ritual,” Josh said. “When Griff pushed me over, and I fell on it, it got some of my blood and some of my skin. That’s what the sign said. You turn it on that way. And now, it’s skinning them.”


  They all said nothing for several minutes, each one looking out into the darkness beyond the flickering fire.


  “Where’d it get Ziggy?” Tammy asked.


  Finally, Bronwyn broke the silence. “He’s over there,” she pointed to the blanket at the edge of where the firelight stretched, opposite them.


  “We never knew his real name,” Josh said. “Just Ziggy.”


  “James Wallace,” Bronwyn said. “I heard it on the first day of one of our classes. That’s his name.”


  “James Wallace,” Josh said. “Rest in peace.”


  Tammy closed her eyes and began saying the Lord’s Prayer aloud.


  “Stop it,” Bronwyn said.


  Tammy opened her eyes and turned to her. “You got something better? I think we need to call on a higher power.”


  “If God gave a rat’s ass about us,” Bronwyn said, “He’d never have created that thing in the first place.”


  A strange and probably insane light seemed to brighten Tammy’s eyes. “Maybe that’s it. Maybe this is God’s way of giving us purpose.”


  “Say what?”


  “Maybe we’re meant to undergo this. Like a trial. When I used to go to revivals, they talked about how God tested you. How the Devil tempted…and you need to believe in Jesus’s power. That’s what we need.”


  “Well, I guess being the Jew here, I’m outta luck,” Bronwyn said.


  “No, just accept Jesus,” Tammy said. She had a weird little smile on her that Bronwyn wanted to slap out of her. “If you accept Jesus in your heart, it’ll be okay. We can get out of this. Through Jesus.”


  “Oh Christ,” Bronwyn said. “Just keep drinking the beer, Tammy.”


  “It takes on the voices of whoever it skins,” Josh said.


  



  



  Bronwyn said, “I say we start walking.”


  She pushed herself up from the ground. “We have fire. We have what’s left of that flashlight battery. If we walk fast, we can do more than three miles per hour. Tammy, you run cross-country.”


  She nodded.


  “We could even try to run,” Bronwyn said. “At least some of the way. Maybe Jesus will help you run.”


  “Do not tempt the savior,” Tammy said.


  “When did you get so religious?” Bronwyn asked.


  “Since I saw that thing tear Griff open. Since all this,” Tammy said, still with that weird light on her face that made Josh and Bronwyn both think of the movie Song of Bernadette.


  “Scratch moves pretty fast,” Josh said, then noticed Bronwyn’s arched eyebrows. “We’re on a first name basis.”


  “It might not even want us. But if we walk that-a-way,” Bronwyn pointed to the road, “maybe we stand a chance.”


  “Not if it gets us,” Tammy said, keeping her eyes on the fire.


  “It might be full,” Josh said, and felt a little sickly thinking of this. “I mean, if I remember right, it said on those signs that it drank the blood and wore the skins and used the meat for food. I mean, spiders, when they eat one fly, they don’t always eat more.”


  “Yeah, but they wrap them up for later,” Bronwyn chortled, and then covered her mouth. “I can’t believe I’m making a joke.”


  “You feel that, too? That light-headedness?” Josh whispered as if it were a dirty secret.


  Bronwyn nodded. “Yup. It must be shock.”


  Then, he got up and went to the outer ring of light and vomited. He came back, popped a beer open, and guzzled it. “I’m talking like a nutcase. Maybe it’s shock. Maybe it’s just insanity. Loony tunies. I got the looney tunies.”


  “We all have them,” Bronwyn said. “What do we do. Sit here until it comes back?”


  “The car,” Josh said. “It’s like a tank. We put a ring of fire around it, and we wait. That thing didn’t break out through the trunk. It can’t do that. We’re safest in the car. Then, someone will have seen the flare, and will see the ring of fire around the car. And they’ll come.”


  



  



  Someone had seen the flare out in the middle of that desert hellhole: Billy Dunne. He and Dave Olshaker, whose ass still stung from rock-salt shot out of Charlie Goodrow’s shotgun, were staying at a Motel 69 five miles out of a town called Naga, a good fifteen miles to the northeast, off the two-lane road that ventured off the highway that had venturedvia several other roadsoff the main highway. Billy was just coming back from picking up some burgers and fries from a local drive-through, and as he drove down a desolate one-lane road back to the highway, he saw in the distance a strange orange light, briefly. Back at Motel 69, he told Dave, who was in bed already watching Mork & Mindy. Dave went out to the parking lot, and Billy pointed to the general direction.


  “It’s gotta be them,” Dave said, wolfing down his hamburger, with its sauce and mayo dribbling down his chin. “I know they’re up there. We know they’re outta gas. We gotta go find ‘em, Billy.”


  “What do we do with them?” Billy asked.


  Dave snarled, “First, we just grab Tammy and get the hell out of there.”


  “It was smart to siphon their tank,” Billy said.


  “It was a stroke of genius if I do say so myself,” Dave Olshaker said.


  



  



  Their evening had been none too pleasant.


  When they’d arrived at the Brakedown Palace, Dave had gone in after Tammy, and had left instructions for Billy to empty their gas tank so they couldn’t take off too fast. Then, inside, the place had been empty, so he followed the long corridor out into the long Quonset hut, along the creepy trail to the final room where, suddenly, all hell was breaking loose, and Charlie Goodrow had begun shooting at everybody, Dave included, and got him right in the left butt cheek with a powerful spray of rock salt. At first, he thought he’d been hit with a real bullet, but then, with the stinging, he knew exactly what it was.


  While Tammy and her jerk friends took off in their car, he was stuck behind with Charlie Goodrow who threatened to call the police.


  “Go ahead and call ‘em,” Dave had said. “Send ‘em after those assholes. They should be thrown in jail for everything they’ve done.”


  Charlie Goodrow had looked at him long and hard, and set down his shotgun. “You’re not with them?”


  “Not hardly,” Dave said. He pointed to Billy Dunne. “Me and him’s been tracking them, because the Snake with the blond hair stole my girl right out from under me.”


  “They stole my attraction,” Charlie Goodrow said. “But…well, I guess I shouldn’t call the police just yet.”


  “Call ‘em,” Dave said. “Please. They deserve arresting.”


  But Charlie Goodrow, for some reason Dave couldn’t figure out, wouldn’t call the cops. He said something about things being better left alone sometimes. Something about worse things coming when good went after bad.


  Instead, Goodrow told Dave and Billy to get the hell out of his gas station before he pulled the shotgun out again.


  Then, Dave and Billy had decided they’d lost them for good. They got the motel room and figured they’d better turn around that night. “You don’t need her,” Billy said, his arm over his buddy’s shoulder. “You can do better than her.”


  “Yeah, she’s a bitch,” Dave said, shrugging off his friend’s arm. He didn’t feel comfortable like that. It felt wrong.


  But now, looking out at the dark night, after midnight, the sting in his ass didn’t feel quite so bad. He thought of what he’d do to her if he had her. If he got her. First, he’d tie her wrists to the bed, then he’d strip her, using his teeth to tear her clothes off. Then, he’d give her what she wanted most from him. He got hard, standing there, thinking about it.


  Then, he said, “Billy, let’s get on up to those hills up there. We gotta track ‘em down.”


  



  Billy Dunne felt like he was driving in circles for nearly an hour before Dave looked ahead in the dark and pointed to something off another road to the West. “Look, that must be them,” he said. Billy glanced over and saw what looked like a fire off the road. “This is too easy,” Dave said. “They’re stranded. They got nothin’. My dream’s coming true, Billy. Truer than true.”


  Billy swerved and made a U-turn, and then went West on a slender, barely-paved road and then went north. He nearly hit a coyote as he drove, and he thought for just a second that he felt Dave’s hand on his knee.


  



  Josh had just finished positioning some rocks and dry sticks about ten feet away from the Pimpmobile. Then, he helped Tammy arrange some on the other side. She’d dressed again, at first scared to reach into the trunk, but he’d used the flashlight to show her that no monsters lurked there. Then, they’d set to work, and in some respects, setting up the circle of fire as a perimeter around the Pimpmobile took all their minds off the terror that was somewhere out in the desert.


  “Maybe it’s over,” Tammy said. She sat on the hood of the car, cross-legged. The fires comforted her.


  “Could be,” Josh said.


  “Someone has to feed the fire,” Bronwyn said.


  “We’ll take turns.” Then, he noticed the doubtful look on Bronwyn’s face. “Someone will see this. There’s a town within twenty miles of here. The flare went up. Now we have a large fire.”


  “They may just think it’s a fire. Nobody lives up here. Nobody cares if there’s a fire,” Bronwyn said. “There’s not enough to burn.”


  “That’s not true,” Josh said. “Fires on the desert can get out of control. It can be devastating if it spreads. Someone will see this from a distance. I bet you can see it for miles.”


  “We can’t see a town. I’m not sure they can see us.”


  “Someone’s driving out there. Someone’s on the roads. They’ll see it and stop somewhere and maybe call the police,” he said. “You have to believe.”


  “I believe,” Tammy said. “I believe that Jesus Christ is my personal savior and is the son of the everlasting God.”


  “Good for you,” Josh said.


  “I’ll pray for all of us,” Tammy said.


  When Josh went around to make sure there was some dry brush to toss in one of the fires, Bronwyn followed him. “I didn’t want to say this in front of her.”


  “What’s that?”


  “Josh. How can this be happening? Can you tell me?” She seemed like a little girl now, even with the cigarette hanging out of her mouth. “How is this humanly possible?”


  “I guess it’s not,” he said.


  She smoked some more, giving him a look she’d never seen from him. “Can you hold me?” she asked. “Right now. I know it’s…” She was about to say “weird,” he was certain, but he didn’t let her get to that word. He went over to her and put his arms around her. She laid her head against his shoulder and began sobbing.


  “We’ll get through this,” he whispered, smelling her hair and feeling weak and strong at the same time.


  



  Tammy was the first to get sleepy, and Josh promised her that he’d stand guard. Then, he told Bronwyn to go sleep for a bit, also. “We have the fire, we know it doesn’t like fire. It’s not going to cross over to the car. But if it did, you’re inside a metal cage in that car. I doubt obsidian claws can even get through a car door,” he said.


  “Only if you sit in the car, too,” she said. “I want you safe.”


  Tammy and Bronwyn lay together across the backseat, using blankets and rolled up clothes as pillows. Josh sat up front, his one hand on the gun, his other on the Bic lighter as if this would help ward off Scratch. He kept looking around, feeling like he heard things. He didn’t know what good it would do, but he locked the doors. Then, he felt sleepy, but fought it. All the beer had done a number on him, and he felt exhausted and drained on top of thatbut he didn’t want to sleep. Not that night. He was going to stay awake. He could sleep all day long if he had to, once they got to safety.


  Then, suddenly, without even thinking he’d closed his eyes: He was on a waterbed that undulated with gentle waves, and Bronwyn and Tammy were there, too. They were both naked, kissing each other sweetly, nothing too dirty, and playing innocently with each other’s breasts.


  Then, Tammy reached over and grabbed his hand and brought it down between her legs. Then, they were not naked at all, nor were they the two women from his college. Instead, he was back home, and it was his mother and his aunt who took his hands and were taking him to school.


  His aunt said, “You never told us that you didn’t pass your Chemistry final.”


  “But I did,” he said, or tried to, but no one seemed to hear him. His mother gave him a stern look, and then she let go of his hand, and suddenly he was back in high school, but it wasn’t even full of high school studentsinstead, the children looked as if they were nine or ten. He was in elementary schoolhe was sure of it. How had this happened? He tried to tell the teacher who came to get him that he was already in college, that he shouldn’t have to go back to the fifth grade, but the teacherMrs. Raleigh, who had once humiliated him in front of the entire fifth gradetold him that he needed to mind his Ps and Qs.


  “But this isn’t right!” he shouted. “I’m almost twenty.”


  The other kids in the fifth grade looked at him funny, but paid very little attention.


  Then, he noticed something even worse: he had no pants on. He sat there in his shirt, but no pants, no underwear. Hanging out. And no one said anything. Why hadn’t his mother noticed? How could she have let him leave the house without his pants on? Without something on? He tried to pull his shirt down over his balls, but it wouldn’t go far enough.


  Someone began banging at the window of the classroom. Someone yelled at him.


  Josh opened his eyes, wrenched from the dream.


  



  Tammy had already begun screamingnot just screaming, but it was like the sound cats made when they were in heat, it was a wail that barely sounded human. Bronwyn was up, and apparently had been shaking Josh.


  “It’s gonna get us!” Tammy screamed. “Oh my god, it’s gonna kill us!”


  But Josh saw headlights out the window. And then, like a nightmare come true, Dave Olshaker’s face suddenly appeared against the windshield. “Hey you losers! How’s it hangin’?”


  



  



  “Get out of here!” Bronwyn shouted.


  “How the hell did they get here?” Josh said, still wondering if this might be an extension of his dream.


  Bronwyn had to slap Tammy to get her to stop the scream. Dave and his buddy were shaking the car up and down, trying the doors, running around the car.


  “We should tell them,” Bronwyn said.


  “Are you crazy? Keep your doors locked. That guy’s insane,” Josh said. He had already dropped the gun on the floor of the Pimpmobile.


  Dave was shouting, “Tammy! You’re coming with me, baby! Do you understand?”


  “Don’t let him take me,” Tammy said.


  “They have a car,” Josh said. “Oh my god. We can get out.”


  Bronwyn rolled her window down slightly. “Hey! Guys! We know you’re mad. We know it. But there’s some kind of…” She paused, unsure of what to say. “There’s a killer out here. We need help.”


  “Griff is dead!” Tammy shouted. “Griff is dead!”


  It probably was this cry that stopped Dave Olshaker in his tracks. He and Billy Dunne looked at each other for a second, then Dave started laughing.


  “Oh my god,” Bronwyn said. Josh looked back at her. She was looking up toward the headlights of the pick-up truck. “They ruined part of our fire. Part of the ring we made.”


  “So?” He turned and saw the break in the circle of fire.


  “What if it’s been out there? Waiting? Just outside the fire?”


  “No, it’s not,” Josh said.


  But just as quickly, they all heard a woman’s high-pitched scream and Josh looked at Tammy but her mouth was closed.


  It was Billy Dunne.


  Or rather, it wasn’t Billy Dunne.


  He had been there, standing just in the headlights in front of the Pimpmobile, and suddenly, he was gone.


  They heard a thud beneath the car.


  Dave Olshaker glanced around the car, stepping back from it.


  Inside the car, they were silent.


  Then, Josh said, “Just go away. Just go.”


  “Billy?” Dave walked around the car. “Billy?”


  “We’ve got to let him in,” Josh said, leaning over to unlock the driver’s side door.


  “No,” Tammy said. “Don’t let him in.” She had a curious anger in her voice.


  “Dave!” Josh shouted. “Dave, come around here, get in!”


  But Dave Olshaker was looking around the car, crouching down as if looking under it.


  “Don’t let him in,” Tammy said.


  “Tammy?” Bronwyn asked, softly.


  “He did something bad to me,” she said. “Maybe this is what happens to bad people. Maybe…”


  “Dave!” Josh said, rolling his window all the way down, signaling for Olshaker to get over there. He was about to open his door to pull Dave in, when suddenly they all heard it.


  The voice from under the car.


  “Davy baby,” Billy Dunne’s voice rasped. “Sweetie, come to Daddy. You know you love me, Davy, all hidden away inside you. I love you, too, we can love each other here, down here.”


  “What in God’s name?” Dave said, still crouching.


  “Don’t let him in, Josh,” Tammy spat. “Let it happen to him. Let it. Maybe bad people get what’s coming to them.”


  “Shut up,” Bronwyn said. “Just shut up.”


  “Dave! Get in this car right now! There’s some kind of…some…that thing. That thing from the gas station. It’s there. It’s alive. It’s…” But even as Josh said this, he knew it was too late.


  He looked out his window, Dave, still crouching, glanced up at him, his eyes wide with an emotion that seemed to exist between fear and awe. Dave began stammering, and pointing underneath the car. It seemed to happen in slow motion, as Dave pointed and looked at Josh and his mouth began moving as if trying to get something out.


  And then Scratch leapt out from beneath the car, its black hooks going to Dave’s eyes. In the car, everyone was screaming, and Josh reached on the floor for the gun hoping it would help, and then he tried to get his door open, but it was locked, and by the time he reached around for the lock, Dave’s face had smushed up against Bronwyn’s window. The two women screamed again as the bloody face slid down the window to the ground.


  Then, Josh locked his door, rolled up his window.


  And they waited. It was quiet for a long time.


  The headlights from the pick-up truck illuminated them as if it were nearly daylight.


  They heard a thump or two beneath the car.


  Tammy began praying softly, her hands pressed together, her eyes closed. Josh glanced at Bronwyn, but neither said anything.


  And then, they saw something come out from under the front of the car that sent shivers down Josh’s spine.


  The creature emerged in the headlight’s beam. Billy Dunne’s face over its skull, his lips torn and flapping. It began a strange, slow dance that reminded Josh of an image he’d seen of Kali, the Indian goddess, who danced with skulls around her neck. The creature’s arms went out at odd angles, and its legs moved around in wide arcs.


  It’s doing its dance, he thought. This is its ceremony. It drinks the blood and wears the skin. It dances in the skin. It makes the sacrifice dance for the gods.


  Josh felt Bronwyn’s hand on his shoulder. It felt good, in the face of this. He needed her warmth.


  They watched the strange, intricate, bizarre dance as the bloodied creature wearing the tissue thin skin of either Billy Dunne or Dave Olshaker, moved to the unheard music.


  Then, it stopped.


  It’s watching us. It’s waiting for us. Why? What is it waiting for?


  A sound came from it. Not Dave’s voice or Billy’s voice or Griff’s or even Ziggy’s.


  It was a sound that seemed more wild animal than human, yet it had a human cast to it. The creature began singing, raising its skin-hung arms in the air, skyward.


  “Dear God,” Tammy gasped. “Dear God.”


  The creature sang a tuneless melody that consisted of mainly open vowel sounds of ohs and ows, a slightly musical howl and shriek, but Josh was sure it was saying something.


  “Why is it doing that?” Bronwyn asked as if any of them would know.


  “It has a ceremony to fulfill,” Josh said. “A ritual. It dances in their skins, and then it sings to its namesake god. That’s what it said at the Brakedown Palace. On the signs. There’s the sacrifice, then there’s the ceremony.”


  And even as he said this, he thought he heard the god’s name in the song, Xipe Totec, Xipe Totec.


  What was it for? Why did it do this? For the first time, Josh wondered if there wasn’t some insane logic to the creature’s ritual. It wasn’t just a monster from nowhere. It had been stolen from its resting place, somewhere in Mexico. It had been wrenched from its burial ground, and brought up here by some moron who decided to make a buck off itor seventy-five centsand forget that it was sacred.


  He said it aloud. “Scratch is sacred.”


  “What?” Bronwyn asked, as if he were losing more marbles than he had moments before.


  “That thing is a representation of a god. Xipe Totec. The Flayer of Men. We’re seeing an ancient ceremony.”


  “Christ, you’re starting to make sense.”


  “I don’t know what good it does us unless you can remember what was on those signs. What else was written there,” Josh said.


  “We can make it to the pick-up truck,” Tammy said. “If we run. We can.”


  “No,” Josh said. “We can’t. It’s too far. That thing is right there, Tammy.”


  “If all three of us go,” Tammy said. “It’ll only get one of us.”


  “Who will it be? You? Me? Bron? You can live with that?”


  “Either that or we all die sitting here.”


  “We’re safe here,” Josh said. He reached back over his seat and touched her gently on the knee. “Tammy, just hang in there. I don’t think it can get in the car. It may need night for its ritual. It may not be after us during the day.”


  “Or maybe it just doesn’t stop,” Tammy said. “What about that? Maybe it’ll be morning soon and that thing will still be waiting to get us. Or maybe it’ll figure out how to scratch its way through the car. Maybe.”


  “Tammy, listen to Josh,” Bronwyn said. “We’ve all been through a big shock. But it hasn’t gotten to us here.”


  “The battery in that truck is going to die. Sometime in the next hour or two,” Tammy said. “If we don’t get out and make a run for it, we may never get out of here. We are already dead, if you think about it. We just haven’t had our moment with that monster.”


  The singing in front of the car continued, and the creature they had all begun to think of as Scratch waved its claws to the sky as if talking directly to its god.


  



  



  Perhaps an hour went by before the headlights of Dave Olshaker’s truck flickered a bit. Then, they dimmed. Scratch had gone off into the darkness somewhere, and Josh guessed that it was either under the pick-up or under the Pimpmobile.


  “We can sit here and die, or…” Tammy said, after they’d all been too quiet and too tense and too watchful for too long. It was a surprise to hear her voice.


  More of a surprise, she opened her door, and jumped out in the dirt, slamming the door behind her.


  Before they could say anything, she was running in the dimming headlights for the pick-up truck. Josh held his breath, watching her, but he was sure he saw her open the driver’s door and slam it again. He heard her shouts of joy. “I’m inside! I’m inside!”


  And then, she flicked on the truck’s interior light to see the layout of keys and pedals.


  And Bronwyn said what Josh was thinking. “Oh shit. Oh shit!”


  The truck was moving forward, toward them, and Tammy had a big grin on her face like all her prayers had been answered.


  But Bronwyn and Josh both saw some little movement in the back of the cab of the truck.


  It was in there, with her.


  Josh opened his door, with Bronwyn shouting at him. He ran toward the truck. By the time he reached Tammy’s side, Scratch had already began throwing her around, and when Josh opened the door, it had dragged her out the opposite window, trailing blood.


  The whole time, Tammy hadn’t screamed. He was sure that the last look on her face had been, not one of terror, but of submission.


  She hadn’t even fought.


  Perhaps she couldn’t have fought.


  He’d never know.


  Then, twenty minutes later, out in the darkness, they heard Tammy’s last shrill scream, although they couldn’t be sure that it was Tammy or simply Scratch imitating her voice.


  Josh ran back to the Pimpmobile, and had to pull Bronwyn out of the backseat. “We can get out, let’s go,” he said. They ran back to the truck, climbing up, sat on the seat, and Josh put the truck in first gear, and it moved forward.


  “It’s over,” Bronwyn said. “We can go. We can help. Oh thank god. Thank you, God. Thank you.”


  But they got just about a mile past the ring of fire they’d created, and the pick-up truck died.


  “It’s the battery,” he said.


  The headlights dimmed to nothingness. They rolled up both windows, locked the doors, checked to make sure everything in the cab was secure.


  Exhausted, they folded into one another. Josh managed to close his eyes for a few minutes and not think of the horror.


  Now and then, he awoke, because Scratch’s claws raked around the side of the pick-up truck. They had no light. He’d left the gun and flashlight back in the Pimpmobile. Maybe the Bic lighter was something, but he didn’t want to waste it.


  It was only two hours until dawn. He and Bronwyn sat up, and kept watch, but Bronwyn told him it might be better if they slept. “Maybe in our sleep, when it kills us, it won’t be so bad.”


  



  



  “What if this is it?” Bronwyn asked. It was still darkan endless night.


  “It what?”


  “It. Our last night on this earth. What if we don’t get out. What if that thing kills us both?”


  “You can’t believe it. You can’t. There’s a way.”


  “I wonder if Griff thought that. Or Tammy. Or Ziggy.” She lit what must’ve been her twentieth cigarette of the night. “It’s like we’re drowning in the ocean and there’s a great white shark coming at us. Instead of water, all this dirt. What if this is it?”


  Then, she lowered the cigarette and leaned into him. Kissed him. Her lips were soft, dry, and yet somehow he felt moistened by them. She looked at him steadily. She no longer looked like a college girl. She no longer looked like a girl he was interested in. She looked like a woman who was preparing for something. And he knew what it was. Not death. But sex. Warmth. Lust.


  Something human and animal, hot and cold at the same time, something nearly predatory, seemed to take over within him. He kissed her again, tasting the ashes of her smoky breath, and then he reached around and held her, pressing himself close, and she moved gently against him.


  If his mind warned him against this, it somehow froze in silence, and his body took over. They wrapped around each other, and she pushed him backward. She was all over him, and he scrambled against her, and soon they were thrusting, and licking, as uncomfortable as the truck was, and he felt as if it was like his dream: the two of them in a great green forest. He entered her body, he felt an intense warm wet embrace, and it shot the feeling up his spine right into his skulla ripple of lightningas she tossed and twisted her body to accommodate him and enjoy the breadth of his flesh. He kissed her neck as she twisted around so that he was now behind her, grasping her breasts in his hands, his lower body thrusting faster and faster, and she was moaning and whispering “yeah, oh, yeah, oh, oh,” and then a slamming wave of thrusts ended as he reached his climax, as she reached hers, as they fell on top of each other, sweaty, burning, drained, full.


  Afterward, he remembered too much, and drew back from her. Had it been a dream, after all? Had he dreamt that he’d made love to her? He wasn’t sure. Is that what people do when monsters are after them? They take a break to mate? They bond sexually so that they can face death more easily? He felt older than he wanted to feel. He felt as if he’d crossed some great chasm in lifeand looking back at his life before that night, it had all seemed pampered and silly and wasteful. Life and death were too important to play around with now. Even college seemed ridiculousanother ceremonial dance like the one Scratch had done for them. It was not about life and the struggle to survive one single night when faced with danger. He went to pull his clothes back on, and she came up behind him, kissing him on the neck. “I’m glad we did that,” she said.


  “Me, three,” he joked.


  “You love me, don’t you?”


  He didn’t respond. Then, he thought better of it. “I don’t know. Maybe.”


  “I’m sorry. It’s not good to be in love at a time like this.” Then, she laughed. “Oh my god, the sun!”


  And it was true. To the east, a lighter purple came up, bringing with it a misty halo around the mesas and mountains.


  “I don’t want to die!” she shouted to the still-lingering dark blue sky.


  “Me, neither!” he shouted.


  “I want to live, goddamn it!”


  “Me, too!”


  “I want to get middle-aged and fat and watch bad TV and raise four kids into neurotic adults and I want to see China and learn how to water ski!”


  “I want to grow old and die in a nursing home!” he shouted. “No, I want to die when I step off the curb in a big city, and a crazy taxi driver comes out of nowhere and hits me so that I bounce off the rest of the cars going too fast through the yellow light!”


  “I want to die with my head in a bowl of green pea puree, with my Depends on, with only three teeth in my mouth!” she shouted, laughing.


  Then, they got quiet again.


  He closed his eyes, and said a prayer.


  “Know what?”


  “What’s that?”


  “This is a bad dream,” she said. “I bet that’s all it is. I bet I’m sleeping on the lawn, with you. Hungover. I bet it’s the Saturday we left campus. The bitch of it is trying to wake up.”


  The day had officially begun, with the sun stretching molten gold an hour later. Heat came up too suddenly.


  Bronwyn took a drag off the cigarette. Rolled down the window.


  “Bron, it may still be out there,” he said.


  “It’s a creature of the night, that’s what the sign said, ‘the Sun God is its enemy’,” she grinned, and then looked a little grim. He practically could read her mind: it was ridiculous to feel happy after the carnage. But they did. Both of them did. They’d survived the night. She held her cigarette up in the morning air. She leaned back, and looked up at the vague sun, melted as it was into a pure yellow sky.


  “If it’s still out here, maybe it’s sleeping.”


  “It doesn’t sleep,” she said. She puffed out dragon breath. Sucked on the cigarette until it nearly disappeared between her lips. “I wonder what it’s all about?”


  “The creature?”


  “No,” she said, her voice carrying the quality of Ziggy when he was at his most stoned. She was ragged, and when he looked at her, he thought she was beautiful despite the circles around her eyes and the skin drawn tight around her lips. “No, you know how life is this thing? This thing that you grow up doing because you think one day…one day you’ll get to this…I don’t know…”


  “Wisdom?”


  “Yeah. Wisdom. Knowledge. You’ve known something because there’s this key you turn, and you don’t get the key or even know which door to go to when you’re a kid. You assume grownups have it. You assume education brings it to you. Or experience. And then, here we are. You believe in God, don’t you?”


  “Sometimes.”


  “I don’t. Not at all. I used to think all religion was just bullshit. But after last night, I started thinking that maybe people came up with God and religion to give hope. That hope isn’t a real thing, but people need it because otherwise…otherwise, life is just this jungle where you wait to see what ends up jumping out of nowhere and eating you. And you have God, you have order. You have a reason. You have hope.”


  “Sometimes when I’m not sure I believe in God, I think of goodness.”


  She glanced over at him.


  “That’s all God is. Goodness. That there’s goodness here. On earth. That it’s our job to find it. To create it. To keep it going. Like a flame, in your hand. Like a little fire everyone can hold, if they want to. And it means fighting sometimes. It means standing up to darkness.”


  Bronwyn sat up, leaning forward. “On that note, I have to go take a leak,” she said. She opened the door, and slid down out of the truck. He gasped for a second, his heart seeming to leap out of his chest. But nothing happened. No Scratch showed up suddenly, its claws extended.


  Then, she squatted down beside the truck. “Don’t see any monsters under here,” she said. He looked the other way to give her a little privacy. He had to go pee, too, so he got out and went around, peeing on a sagebrush.


  Then, they found the cooler with Coke and even some Twinkies in the back of the truck. They devoured these like it was the finest meal in existence.


  Then, they saw the siphon and the red plastic gas tank sitting at one end of the truck.


  “Wow,” he said.


  “Wow is right,” she added. “I guess we have Dave to thank for this.”


  “We’re all to blame,” he said. “All of us.”


  



  



  “We’re probably going to die,” she said, mid-Twinkie.


  “Everybody dies.”


  They had begun walking back to the Pimpmobile to put what Josh had called “Plan B” into effect. He lugged the full plastic gas container, and she held the siphon and an extra Twinkie.


  “Is that okay by you?” she asked.


  “No. It’s not okay. Today is not our day to die. That’s all I know,” Josh said. “This is not the day.”


  “They’re all dead. All of them,” she said.


  “Maybe last night was their night. Maybe it was,” Josh said. He swallowed a little dust, but felt better. Felt fear leaving his body as if through sheer force of will. “I’m not going to give in to this. We are alive now. We have some water. It can’t be more than 20 miles out to the highway. Twenty miles is do-able. Two gallons of gas will get us there.”


  “It’s going to be hot as hell in an hour. Or less.”


  “So we’ll get sunburnt.”


  “And it’s going to find us.”


  “We don’t know that. Are you just going to wait around, Bronwyn? Are you going to just sit there and let that thing tear you up like you were bait for a mountain lion? Think of it as a mountain lion. Don’t get psyched by its claws. Or how we saw it at that gas station. We haven’t seen it fly. It hasn’t grown nine feet tall. It’s little. Sure, it’s fast. It’s smart, maybe. Maybe not. But whatever you and I have, whatever is buried inside us that’s going to come out someday…someday, years from now…I mean, what if you are destined to be a hero of life? What if I am? What if you go on to medical school and get into research and become the first doctor to cure cancer? What if I go on to write the book that changes lives? Is it worth us giving up now to this stupid little nasty monstrous…piece of shit? Are we going to let it win just because we’re afraid? Are we?”


  She stopped and took a step back, looking at him in a way that made him feel as if he were from another planet. “I’ve never seen you like this.”


  He sighed, but felt a steely resolve take him over. “I’ve never had to be like this.”


  Everything hurt inside him, every bit of him felt raw and raked, but he locked into the mindset that he knew he had to have.


  Then, the Pimpmobile came into view.


  Bronwyn dropped the siphon when she saw what had happened to it.


  



  Scratch had been busy in the night. The Pimpmobile’s doors were off their hinges. The trunk was open, and all the crap from it was spread out on the ground.


  Worse, as they got closer, the interior was ripped to shreds, and wires had been pulled and cut.


  And the keys were gone.


  “You know,” Bronwyn said. “I think we better start walking while we still have Twinkies in us.”


  Josh set down the gas, and sat on the shredded backseat and began weeping like a baby. "It's all bullshit," he said. “We're no heroes. We're just fucked. That's all we are. Fucked."


  Bronwyn put her arms around him and whispered, “Come on. Let’s go. We’ll get away from it. We have the whole day.”


  



  



  He felt better on the walk. He kept apologizing for his little breakdown, and she kept telling him to shut up about it.


  “Okay, what do we know about it?” he asked.


  “It skins people, ” she said. “Oh, and it woke up because of your blood. ”


  “Yeah.” Josh grimaced. “I hate thinking about that.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Nothing,” he said.


  “It's not nothing. Tell me.”


  “I think maybe...maybe it's connected to me now. Because of my blood.”


  “Bullshit.”


  “Maybe I'm wrong,” he said.


  



  They walked side by side, Bronwyn with a slight limp, but she leaned on him now and then. She guesstimated a general southwesterly direction to the main highway, although all they could see for miles was just more desert and mesas and arroyos and caverns and mountains in nearly every direction.


  They stuck to the road.


  “You studied the Aztecs, didn’t you?” he asked.


  “I read a book. I didn’t exactly study them. I just don’t remember the details,” she said. “Anyway, I'm not sure this is some Aztec monster. It's easy to blame the Aztecs for everything. It's what history books do.”


  “Let's assume it's Aztec-ish, anway.”


  “Okay.”


  "Remember. Force yourself to remember. You have to.”


  She stopped, closed her eyes.


  “I can’t.”


  “You can. What was on the cover?”


  “An Aztec Calendar.”


  “Good. So it was a round flat stone and had a face on it.”


  “Something like that.”


  “First page?”


  “I don’t think that thing is really from the ancient Aztecs,” she said. “It’s something else. They just made up all the stuff.”


  “Well, we know it hates the sun. And it loves the dark. And it skins people. And drinks blood.”


  “Oh I know,” she said, “it’s a vampire.”


  “I only wish,” he said.


  They continued walking, and he pointed out a snake moving along the edge of the road, so they stepped to the side, but kept walking.


  “All right. It had a job. It skinned those who had been sacrificed. What about the ritual?”


  “I just don’t know.”


  “Try.”


  After another ten minutes, she said, “All right. Okay. It was an obsidian dagger. Used for the sacrificial victims. Tore their hearts out. The blood was like rain. They let the blood rain down because it was to encourage rain and the crops. The Flesh-Scraper was used to get the skin off.”


  “To wear it,” Josh said, solemnly.


  “Right.”


  “And somehow, it fed off Griff first. Was it blood?”


  “I think so. I don’t know.”


  “It’d make sense if it was blood.”


  “Wait,” Bronwyn said. “Wait.”


  She stopped.


  “Rain,” she said. “Rain. Water. Liquid. It needs it. It’s not just taking their skin. It drank them. It drained them. It needs waterwater in the blood. It’s a desert here. It needs water. It brings rain. That’s it’s ritual.”


  “That was a rain dance? Last night? But why?”


  “Maybe it doesn't like it too hot and dry,” she said, shrugging her shoulders. “Its enemy is the Sun God.”


  



  



  “This road is endless,” she said.


  “Thank God,” he said.


  “Have we been walking for hours?”


  “Feels like it.”


  “You thirsty?”


  He nodded. “Mean thirsty.”


  “We must’ve gone twenty miles by now,” she said.


  “At least.”


  “Wrong direction,” she said, too sadly. She pointed ahead.


  He looked uphe’d been mainly watching the road for snakes and lizards.


  The road ended in a dusty nothingness.


  “We’re not very bright,” Josh said. He was soaked with sweat, exhausted, and had begun to wish that he’d just stayed back at Dave Olshaker’s pick-up truck.


  “Wait,” she said. “Wait! Oh my god! Oh my god!” Bronwyn began jumping up and down. “Where the road ends! Oh my god, Josh! Josh!” She was so gleeful he had thought she’d gone insane for good.


  Then, she began running to the West, across what looked like a well-beaten dirt path.


  He looked in the direction where she’d run. Something shiny over the rise of land.


  She stopped, turning around. She cupped her hands to her mouth and shouted, “Ely! He told us! He said he lives where the road ends! Do you hear it? I can. I can hear his ZZ Top records! He’s playing them! Oh my god, Josh, we’re safe! We’re safe!”


  Her enthusiasm lasted three more miles, and the closer they got, the more they saw the hubcaps outside of a large shack with a trailer behind it. ZZ Top’s “Tush” played from within the house, and they went to the front door, rapping at it.


  After awhile, the truck driver -- who had given them a lift to the Brakedown Palace -- opened the door.


  



  



  An hour later, something that the entire town of Naga believed was a miracle occurred.


  It began raining.


  At first, it was a small trickle of rain, and then clouds swiftly overtook the fire of the sun. Thunder was heard in the mesas, and a bitter storm swept the desert.


  Josh slept, his arms around Bronwyn, and when night came, he went out into the rain with Ely, who asked him what had happened to his friends. He lied. He wasn’t ready to tell him about the night.


  Bronwyn came out a bit later, standing beneath the eaves of the little house, watching the storm as it blew across the night sky.


  “We can’t leave it there,” Josh said. “It’s loose, now. You think the cops will believe us? You think anyone will?”


  For just a moment, she looked empty. That’s the best way he thought of it. She looked as if there was nothing to her at all. All she wanted to do was get away. Even from him. She just wanted to run the opposite direction, even if it meant that Scratch was going to be hunting others.


  “Go on,” he said. “You can call your dad. Get him to wire you money. Rent a car or catch a bus. And go on. But this creature's out there. I can’t just go back to life and forget that. What if people go out and camp there? What if Scratch is just waiting for them?”


  Her shoulders, slack. She looked down at her hands, then up at him.


  “Tomorrow morning, go," he said. "I don’t blame you.”


  She didn’t blink.


  She wasn’t going to stay behind, he saw it in her eyes.


  “I think you should come, too. You are not obligated to deal with that thing. It’s a monster, Josh. We can get help. We can…”


  “Nope. I think there’s a way to stop it. I think there’s a way to end this. I need to try something.”


  “I don’t want you…” she began. He knew how that sentence finished: to die.


  “We all die, Bron. We die. Life is a short space of time. Some people die young, some die at middle age, some die old. We’re lucky if it’s swift. We’re lucky if it’s only seconds of pain. We’re lucky if what’s between when we’re born and when we die is a powerful thing. A miraculous thing. I never believed in miracles. Before. I never believed that the goodness of the universe existed. But I know it does. I don’t believe for a minute that we’ve gone through this night because life is horrible. Or because monsters rule. Or because we’re meant to. I believe this is a test. This is a test, and to pass it, to find out who each of us truly is, we have to stand up to this thing. We have to stop it. Because not stopping it is just letting the bad things happen. For me, not stopping it is worse than getting killed.”


  “You’re going to die out there. Please, Josh. Please. Don’t be the next victim…”


  “I am not going to sacrifice myself,” he said. “I know I can stop it. I know it. Here’s how I was living before this, Bron. I was living as if nothing mattered. As if life were a joke. As if it didn’t matter if I was happy or sad or did nothing or did something. I was on disconnect. But last night showed me. Life is about something. We are about something. I am. And I know I can stop it.”


  “Please don’t die,” she said, quietly. Calmly. “Don’t be some kind of hero.”


  “I am going to do what I know I have to do,” he said. “We woke that thing up. My blood fed it. I have to put it back to sleep.”


  



  



  Josh bought the little souvenir at a shop in downtown Naga.


  Ely loaned him his busted-up Civic, and Josh drove around trying to gather what he thought might help. He went to the library in Naga and read a little in the reference section. He felt foolish and doomed, but something inside himsome enginehad begun to turn over. Something had changed within him from that one night.


  The rain continued into his second evening at Ely’s. Bronwyn had already gotten on a bus headed for Los Angeles, and although she told him she loved him, he knew now that it wasn’t love. It was simply attraction and situation. Love was something else. He hoped to have it someday, but it wasn’t a feeling that you could hand over to someone. It was deeper than that. He wished her the best, kissed her goodbye, and he told her that he would stop Scratch so that no one else would ever get hurt.


  As he watched the bus disappear in the distance, he thought of that line from her poem: The kiln of her skull explodes; a hundred broken memories burn.


  



  Later, he sat down with Ely and told him everything except the truth. Josh refused to let another person who was either friend or foe die because they’d let Scratch out of its cage.


  



  



  In private, he withdrew from the sack the item he’d bought the day before.


  Probably not an authentic Native American design, but made to look like one.


  Tourist crap, no doubt.


  The stone was carved to a point.


  An arrowhead.


  Made out of obsidian.


  Obsidian was the translucent dark stone used in the Aztec ritual.


  The dagger went into the heart. Something like that. He wasn’t sure how it was done. But the heart was brought up, spraying blood.


  How the Flayer of Men, the Flesh-Scraper, then skinned the bodies. And wore the skin.


  Obsidian was sacred.


  It had magical properties.


  And even the avatar of Xipe Totec, Mr. Scratch, would have something resembling a heart.


  Some engine that ran him.


  Sure, he thought. Maybe it was all roadside attraction bullshit. Mystical babble that some asshole had written up to get tourist dollars off the highway.


  He helt the arrowhead in his hand. It felt cool against his hot skin.


  Please. I don’t believe in anything other than the goodness of the universe. Let it be here. Let it be with me now. Give me the strength to stop this abomination.


  Without even knowing why, Josh fell to his knees, clutching the arrowhead. He closed his eyes.


  Whatever I have in me. Whatever there is beside flesh and blood and molecules and nerves and bone. Let it come out in me. Let it come through me. In the name of Griff and Ziggy and Tammy and Dave. And that other guy.


  Dave’s friend.


  In the name of them, and their memories. Their lives. Their life forces.


  And my own.


  Give me the power.


  The knowledge.


  The ability.


  To stop this creature.


  



  



  He drove back up the road that ended, and found the Pimpmobile.


  The rain had stopped hours before. The sun beat down on his scalp and the back of his neck. He got up after a bit, feeling slightly dizzy.


  He went down and sat under a manzanilla treea gathering of bleached sticks more than a tree, but it provided a very slight shade.


  He drew down one of the dried branches and began creating the weapon.


  Within a few hours, it looked good.


  The arrowhead was tiedstripped from his belt, which he’d shredded. The tree branch was smooth and whitean imperfect spear.


  He tried throwing it, but his aim sucked. He felt weak, and sleepy, and knew he needed to rest if he were to fight in the darkness.


  He slept, using his shirt and jeans as a makeshift tent, propped up between rocks and sticks and scrub.


  It was boiling, but at least for a bit, the bright searing eye of the sun was not upon him.


  Josh's dreams came fast and feverish


  They were dragging him up the long steps, up the pyramid. Only it wasn’t a real pyramid. It was like a cartoon. It was like someone had made it up, and hastily drew the stones and the shadowy people who dragged him upward.


  Then, they stood over himZiggy, Griff, and Tammyand held him down against a wide stone bowl. Above him, the faces of Charlie Goodrow and Dave Olshaker. Their big greasy mugs looking down at him, while someone else raised a shiny black knife just over his head.


  When it thrust down, he screamed, and Charlie Goodrow brought up a big mass of pulsating red, and started crowing, “He’s a gusher! Lookit that! The boy gushes like a goddamn sweet Texas oil field!”


  Josh’s blood sprayed up, peppering their faces, splashing their features until all of them were read. Josh thrashed, wanted his heart back, but felt no real pain.


  Someone began playing a weird kind of reed instrument, and a drum began beating slowly. The voice of some unseen creature sang a strange, unmelodic song.


  Although it was in another language, Josh possessed an understanding:


  Flayer of Men


  Bring us your rainfall


  We give you blood


  Bring us life!


  We offer flesh for scraping


  To you alone


  Flayer of Men


  Dance in his skin


  Dance so that children may be born!


  Dance so that the crops will grow!


  Dance so that the sun will not burn your people!


  Dance and be reborn in blood and life, from your dark sleep!


  



  And then, Josh seemed to float along the flat stone floor within the pyramid, lit by torch, and watched as the Flayer of Men scraped the skin, using long needle-like talons, carefully drawing the top layer of flesh from the meat, and pressing it, blood still dripping, against his shadowy face.


  Josh drew closer to look at the eyes of the Scraper, but they were empty sockets, and Josh realized that he was looking at his own skin, laid across the Flesh-Scraper’s small body, wrapped and sewn together.


  The Flayer began to move oddly, side to sidea dance of life and death, wearing the skin of the sacrifice. Its eyes became his eyes, its face, his face. The Flesh-Scraper began to look just like Josh himself.


  Suddenly, Josh no longer watched this dance, but was inside, behind the skin, looking out.


  



  



  He awoke.


  It was night.


  He sat up, feeling the dryness at his lips and the scaly feeling in his throat.


  We are connected, he thought. Me, with the Flayer of Men. By my blood. It knows me.


  



  



  He waited a long time, until he heard the scraping sound.


  The only light was the luminescence of the white sand of the desert, the enormous blue-faded moon in the sky, and the stars, which, as he looked up at them, seemed to him so far away as to be unconcerned with the problems of a man of nineteen, in the middle of a wasteland, waiting for a monster.


  



  



  The gasping sound came first, then the sound of something being dragged.


  Then, against the whiteness, he saw a small dark form.


  Running between bits of brush and clutches of cactus.


  He felt a lump form in his throat. He wondered if a person could genuinely die of fright.


  



  



  He knew Scratch’s hunting method, now. He knew that the little mummy liked to get the scares going. It was its ritual. Get the scares going, make a big to-do, get people on the edge of their seats, and then, strike.


  He felt his nerves jangling, and wondered if prey animals felt this just before an eagle or owl swooped down, or a mountain lion neared.


  He felt like prey, and it brought with it that strange sensation he’d felt before:


  That somehow he was more alive now. That this monster, this evil, horrible thing, could somehow make him more aware of every cell in his body, right down to his toes, and the electrical whirring beneath the skin of his fingers.


  



  



  And as he sat there, thinking all this, feeling it, he felt the first scrape of talon along his ankle.


  He reached back for his weapon.


  The obsidian arrowhead, tied to the nearly smooth stick.


  The hunt had begun.


  



  A second scrape at his ankle took away an outer layer of skin. Bleeding. Hurt like hell. But he leapt up, and circled around, feeling like a hunter in some ancient world, holding the spear up.


  “Come on, Scratch,” he said. His voice was raspy.


  He could not see anything other than shapes against the earth.


  He wasn’t sure if he had begun imagining things, but it seemed like there were several shapes movingshadows against shadows.


  Shit, I’m losing it.


  



  Make me a warrior. Make me a man. Make me the hero. Make me the one. It was like a chant in his head. Fill me up with strength. Give me power over my enemies. I am good. I am just. I will overcome. I will defeat. I will be the victor.


  As he circled the car, and then wandered a ways into the dark, holding the spear up, he felt…tribal. He felt connected. He had a welling up within him that made him feel as if he were not fighting some monster on the desert, but was participating in some ancient rite of manhoodthat he was meant to be here. Gone were the trappings of home and university and his sense of the future and his hold on the past.


  He was HUNTER.


  He was HUNTER and this thing was his HUNTED.


  I AM NOT PREY! I AM NOT PREY! You are rabbit. I am coyote. You are serpent, I am eagle! I AM THE HUNTER OF THE GODS OF DEATH!


  



  A lightening of his being occurredhe no longer felt the small jabs of rock beneath his feet, nor did he feel the fear in the same way as he had, nor did the desert seem as dark.


  He felt as if a weight had come from him and had been cast off into shadows.


  And there it was.


  The Being.


  The Creature.


  The Flayer of Men.


  He knew its name. Its ritual name.


  Xipe Totec! You are under my foot!


  Xipe Totec! You are the skin of the snake!


  Xipe Totec! You have no power of me!


  I am the PRIEST and the HUNTER of Death.


  A small voice within him: Am I mad? Is this insanity?


  But the larger voice within himthe voice of a man he barely recognizedsaid aloud, “I am here to destroy you!”


  



  It was his own voice, but it seemed to come from a different place inside. Something had been awakened.


  



  The creature leapt at him, and he lost his balance, falling backward. The spear went flying back, out of his reach.


  He felt the claws dig inScratch was crawling up along his left leg. The pain was excruciating.


  I’m not afraid of pain. I will not be afraid of pain. Pain is nothing. Pain is a scream to nowhere. Pain is meaningless.


  He felt as if the veins of his legs were being ripped out, but he gritted his teeth and refused to accept the agony.


  I AM THE PRIEST. I AM THE HUNTER.


  



  It tugged at his legs, and began dragging him across the rocks and sand. His head hit the back of a rock, and he felt himself lose consciousness.


  I AM THE PRIEST.


  I AM.


  



  Hang on. Hang on. This is no dream. This is real. Wake up. Wake up.


  Josh opened his eyes. He felt a pumping of blood within him. I am alive. I will not die. He pivoted on his hips as Scratch drew him across the dirt. Then he reached his hand out and dug his fingernails down into the earth. Pressed his fingers in. Held on.


  The screaming pain in his calves was intense.


  The talons had gone in deep. He wasn’t sure how much blood he’d lost.


  He dug his other hand into the dirt. Hurt like razors.


  He groped in the dirt, and tugged himself back. Maybe a quarter inch. Glanced in the darkness. Manzanilla. Rocks. Car. He dragged himself further. Toward the spear. Toward the obsidian arrowhead.


  He couldn’t be certain, but he thought he saw the makeshift spear lying just out of his grasp.


  Scratch was chewing on his left leg, but if he triedif he took all he hadhe could get the spear. Something was drawing him down into a dark maelstrom in his head, but he dragged himself forward.


  Touched the edge of the spear. His hand went around it. He drew it back, and sat up.


  He thought he saw the look on Scratch’s face, as the turquoise eyes stared at him.


  He brought the spear down into Scratch’s jaw, and then pulled hard on it until he heard a crack. At first, he thought the spear had broken, but it was the creature’s lower jaw that fell sideways, hanging by a small bit of gristle.


  Then, he drew the spear out, putting his hand close to where the obsidian was wrapped around the base.


  He plunged the arrowhead into the space beneath Scratch’s breast bone.


  Scratch’s claws curled around his fingers.


  “You can’t kill me,” Scratch said with Tammy’s voice, but it was funny sounding as its dangling jaw wagged. “You know that. You know all about me, don’t you? Give yourself to Xipe Totec! Heroes must be sacrificed.”


  But, in fact, just as Josh had suspected, the mummy had some kind of moist pulpy material within its ribcage: a beating heart, perhaps not like a human heart, but a heart nonetheless.


  And the obsidian went into it.


  The claws let go of his wrist.


  He drew the arrowhead up.


  At its tip, a mass of bloody tissue.


  The great Flayer of Men lay still at his bloody legs.


  At some point, Josh passed out.


  



  When he awoke, someone was pouring cool water over him.


  Josh opened his eyes.


  Early daylight.


  A large, thickset man with a day’s growth of beard sat beside him. In his hand, a large bottle of water.


  “Ely?”


  Josh glanced around. Ely was carefully lifting him up to get in the truck with him. “Hello, kid. I was pretty sure you were a goner.”


  “My legs…”


  “Yeah, I saw ‘em. Torn up real bad. Mountain lion?”


  Josh didn’t respond.


  “You’re some kind of superman, kid. Lost a lot of blood. I saw you just crawling by the road there. Let’s get you over to the hospital. They can patch you up. I suck at it. Look, don’t talk. We’ll get there soon enough. Can you hang on?”


  Josh nodded. He took the bottle from Ely’s hand and drank from it.


  He felt the rumble of the truck start up.


  “You kill the lion?” Ely asked.


  “What?”


  “The mountain lion. The one that attacked you. You kill it?”


  “Not sure,” Josh said. “I hurt it. I know that.”


  “Well, that’s something,” Ely said, and then got the truck in gear and pulled back out on the highway. “It’s something to put a hurt back on a beast like that. When you’re all better, I want you to tell me everything you didn’t tell me before, okay?”


  



  * * *


  



  All this happened in the late 1970s, before the new highway came in, before I moved permanently to Naga, Arizona, and before I began to understand my place in the world.


  My name is Joshua, and I’ve grown to love this desert.


  



  I went back, after I’d plunged the razor-sharp obsidian in that monster’s heart.


  After my legs healed up. After some time had passed and I could face it again.


  I wanted to examine it before destroying it.


  In size, it was four feet four inches tall, and while I didn’t weigh it, I can guess it was bout sixty pounds. The gauze on its bodywhat keep its bones wrappedwas not what I had expected. I had assumed it was some kind of cloth, but, instead, it was fine, thin layers of human skin, torn into strips, wrapped around the bone of the creature.


  I held up one of its claws. Each talon was its own blade, and was razor-sharp.


  I plucked the turquoise from its eyes, because I’d been reading about rituals by then.


  It could be blinded. It could be incapacitated.


  The more I looked at it, the more I began to feel for it. What is it in human life that does it? That holds a monster in its arms and feels something like kinshipan instinct to care and protect? A demon, sleeping, in my arms, seemed vulnerable and in need, to me.


  I placed it inside leatherbound box that was lined with stone, closing it up inside it, its coffin. If no one fed it again, if no one let it out, surely, it could just sleep forever.


  And in sleeping, what damage could this thing do?


  



  One night, troubled by fears, I went out to the furthest mesa, and buried Scratch deep, the way I’d bury something toxic, something that no man should ever touch, ever know.


  But the cities and towns are growing. They’re taking over parts of the desert that had once been vast wastelands, miles of nothing.


  Now, years later, suburban homes are being built on the mesa, and the bulldozers dig down deep and carve out swimming pools. Scorpions swarm as they’re sent from their nests. Rattlesnakes are killed by workmen who find them under nearly every rock.


  I didn’t mark the place where I buried Scratch. I didn’t put a flag over it so I could find it.


  I buried that little unspeakable mystery to end it, to forget it, put the demon somewhere it would never be found.


  But I was wrong. Everything can be found. All it takes is time.


  They’re digging all over that mesa. They’ll bring him out. Maybe they already have.


  A man and woman went missing a week ago. Their car was smashed up on the side of the road in the middle of nowhere. There was blood everywhere inside the car.


  The Flayer of Men will dance again, though. I'm certain of that. Someone will feed it, probably by accident. Someone will think it's cool when they find it, and the poor son-of-a-bitch won't know what hit him.


  Maybe the couple in the car already fed him. Maybe they already woke him up.


  It's been hot and dry for a hell of a long time, but I suspect a rainstorm’s on the way.


  The dreams have come back, too.


  The ones at the pyramid.


  I close my eyes and I can see the little bastard plain as day.


  He's beginning to look more and more like me.


  Scratch and me -- we're connected by blood.


  His voice, growing louder in my dreams:


  Dance and be reborn in blood and life, from your dark sleep!
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