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At dusk the cabin looks like a brooding face, the way the sun throws deep wrinkles across its knotted and gnarled logs. Two front windows stare lifelessly out at the surrounding forest and the door is like a blockade across an ancient mouth, keeping its secrets from spilling out and poisoning the weeds outside the threshold. At its base, dark gray rocks creep up like dead, swollen fingertips. No one has lived here for a long time.
Gary Nelson kneels with his back against a nearby oak. Tears trail down his cheeks. His eyelids resemble fat, bloated leeches. He places the barrel of a 12-gauge shotgun against the roof of his mouth.
“Barbara,” he says around the barrel.
His tongue flicks against the rusted metal. He gags. He is thirty-eight years old. Barbara left him three months earlier for an insurance salesman. Nelson caught them on the living room couch. As if they wanted to be caught. As if they got off on being caught.
He shakes the memory away. He’s got nothing left to live for. No family. No home. He shuts his eyes and pulls the trigger.
There is a dry click but nothing else. He opens his eyes wearily and removes the shotgun from his mouth, spits the taste of metal on the forest floor, and wipes the tears and sweat from his eyes. His breath is shallow and noisy as he checks the breech. A cartridge winks at him in the dying sunlight. Nelson calms down and sets the butt of the gun back on the ground, placing his finger upon the trigger. Once again he positions his head over the barrel. Closes his eyes.
That’s when he first hears the whispers.
His eyes pop open in surprise. He moves the gun away from his face and quickly stands. This is supposed to be a private act.
“Who’s there?” He can’t see anybody, but there are plenty of places to hide. “Who’s there, goddamn it?”
No one answers. Yet now he can see something in the short distance. A shape through the dark, twisted trees. The shape of a cabin fading quickly with the sunlight. Funny how he hadn’t notice it before.
He feels the shotgun heavy in his hands, but before his thoughts turn back to the task at hand, he hears the whispers a second time. He is unable to distinguish any words, barely able to discern it from the howl of wind through the trees.
“Who’s there?” he calls again. A wisp of smoke creeps up from a black pipe in the roof of the cabin. He steps toward it.
Inside, a single log smolders in a black wood-burning stove. A worn mattress lies in the corner hidden beneath a tattered Army-issue blanket. There is a weathered pine table. Some empty cabinets above a rusting countertop. A round disc of sawed off oak, five inches thick and two feet across, still ringed with rough bark and cured with blood, sits heavy on the counter; a crude butcher’s block. Next to it is a hatchet, its blade nicked, its handle splintered and dark with grease.
Nelson sees a five-gallon pail full of thick red water on the floor next to the wood stove. He sets down his gun and peers in. A severed hand floats to the top. He wants to vomit, wants to get back to the simplicity of placing shotgun in mouth and pulling the trigger, but again he hears the whispers. They come at him from all directions.
“Welcome,” they say, a hundred voices united in a child-like chorus, tickling his brain. “Welcome.”
The door to the cabin shuts quietly behind him and he hears footsteps, slow and heavy and dragging. Rough callused fingers squeeze his shoulder. The floor comes up to meet him, but he doesn’t feel a thing.
He dreams of the shotgun. Dreams of the barrel in his mouth. It tastes like black licorice. The shell perspires in the chamber. It looks alive, like flesh. He pulls the trigger. Instead of an explosion, he hears loud, throaty laughter as the bullet rips through the roof of his mouth and into his skull. Instead of the instant gratification of death, the bullet eats slowly away at his brain.
He wakes. It is night. An old Indian squats at the foot of the mattress on which Nelson lays, silhouetted darkly against the crimson glow of the wood-burning stove.
“You got piss poor dreams,” the Indian says.
“Who are you?” Nelson’s head feels light and he has trouble focusing. “Are you some kind of medicine man?”
The old Indian answers with a soft, wheezing chuckle. “Hell no,” he says. He gets up and saunters over to the wood stove. “Name’s Hump.”
Hump is bare-chested, his skin dark and wrinkled like beef jerky, full of pale welts and scratch marks. He wears a stark white ponytail that reaches down to the belt loops of his jeans. On his cowboy boots are tooled a pair of intricately detailed eagles hidden behind a thick layer of dried mud and grease. His eyes are sewn shut with thin strips of deer hide.
Hump holds something in his hand. Nelson’s shotgun shells. He throws them one at a time into the belly of the stove where they explode, sending a spray of ash onto Hump’s cancerous grin.
He turns to Nelson. Despite the missing eyes, Nelson feels as if the old man is seeing him, seeing deep inside of him. He feels a chill settle in him from the inside out.
“You can hear ‘em, huh?” Hump says.
“Hear what?” Nelson asks.
“The children. Singing in your head.”
Nelson doesn’t answer. He looks away.
“I know you hear ‘em.” Hump laughs. “Lucky for you, or else I’d have to kill you.”
Nelson thinks briefly it’s a joke, but then remembers the hand he saw floating in the pail by the stove.
“But hey, you wanna die anyway, no?” Hump says.
Nelson isn’t sure how to answer. By his own hands, yes. In his own way. But to have it done at the mercy of some stranger? He glances at the bloodstained butcher’s block. That’s not the way to do it, he thinks. That’s not the way to die.
“I want to be alone,” he finally says.
Hump gestures toward the butcher block. “Hey, don’t worry about that shit. That ain’t nothing.” He stands. “I got something that’ll make you forget about your troubles. Make you wanna be alive.”
Alive? What for?
Nelson remembers the look on Barbara’s face. No sorrow. No regret. Merely smugness. Then a slow, creeping smile followed by laughter.
“I want to go now,” Nelson says.
Hump laughs. He walks over to a small oval rug on the floor and pulls it back. There is a knot of rope beneath it, which he lifts, opening a small trap door cut out of the floorboards. Darkness rises out from the hole in a thick, miasmic mist.
“You can’t go now,” Hump says. “Once you hear ‘em calling you, you can’t never go.”
A foul odor rises, too, like fish rotting in the sun. Nelson’s stomach lurches and threatens to spill its contents on the floor.
“Aw, hey,” Hump says. “Don’t worry none about that. You get used to that in a hurry. You get to like it, even.” He slowly descends the set of stone steps that the trap door reveals. The darkness devours him.
Nelson looks at the door of the cabin, the door that leads outside. He sees his shotgun sitting there, but remembers the shells Hump threw into the stove. All he would have to do is stand and run. Run back into the forest. Perhaps take the hatchet with him and hack a couple jagged lines in his wrist, hold it under the flowing waters of the nearby river and wait for the black nothingness to overtake him.
But again he hears the whispers.
“Come,” they say, a thousand voices all whispering at once.
Nelson tingles all over.
“Come.”
He can’t resist. He follows Hump into the darkness beneath the cabin.
Outside, the limbs of the surrounding trees shiver in the wind. The animals in the forest avert their eyes. They run away in fear. The cabin looks alive. It looks hungry. The deer flies, the mosquitoes, the gnats, strafing and buzzing the cabin’s exterior, fall to the ground in a stunned death.
Beneath, all is black. “Just wait and see,” Hump says, leading Nelson through the darkness. “This is your Heaven now.”
Nelson can feel shapes all around him, large shapes that are immobile, yet somehow alive. His hand brushes across something hard and mossy. The sound of dripping permeates the cavern. A constant drip, drip, drip, like the beating of a watery heart.
“We’re almost there.” Hump stops. Gently pushes Nelson forward.
Nelson still can’t see anything, but he steps forward. The toe of his boot hits something solid. He takes a step up. Then three more steps up.
“Now sit,” Hump says.
Nelson’s eyes finally begin to adjust. There is a tiny bit of light coming from above and Nelson realizes it’s the light of the cabin seeping through the cracks in the floorboards. He looks down at Hump. He sees the pale white welts on Hump’s body move. They crawl down Hump’s arm and gather on his hand, a writhing mass of white worms. Hump reaches up to Nelson’s leg and the worms cross over. They squirm up his leg and across his body where they come to a rest.
His body tingles all over. He realizes the hard, mossy mound he sits on is a conglomerate of bones. A huge pile of bones.
“You’re the man,” Hump whispers, a look of ecstasy on his haggard features. “You’re the man.”
A throne of bones.
The old Indian leaves him. Nelson hears the trap door open and close. He can feel the white worms sticking to his body. He can hear the whispers all around him.
He sees more mounds. Bones everywhere, ancient and new, animal and human.
“Yessss...” The whispers caress his brain. “Yessss...”
He hears an explosion from above, the sound of his shotgun discharging. Hump must’ve saved a shell.
He looks up at the floorboards above and sees Hump’s blood dripping through them. It drips in a rhythm -
Drip.
Drip.
Drip.
A rhythm like a beating heart, hypnotic and soothing.
He feels his own heart slow down. Matching the tempo of the drops.
Drip.
Drip.
Drip.
And the visions begin. Like a floodlight turned on in his brain. Barbara is there. Naked and flushed, she takes him into her embrace. Her tongue darts in and out of his ear, her warm, moist breath penetrating into his skull. The rancid smell Nelson experienced before has turned into something sweet. He smells the blood of the insurance salesman on Barbara’s breath. Her teeth nibble at his ear. They’ve become pointed and sharp.
But Nelson doesn’t mind. He has found a reason to live.
He ejaculates blood. The worms on his body dig in.
“Welcome,” the chorus screams. “Welcome.”
* * * * *
It was a cold January when Paul Robinson parked his flatbed pick-up on the edge of Shady Lake. The ice was ten inches thick. Plenty thick, yet it still didn’t compare to the rind of ice that had settled around his heart.
He let the tail-gate drop, hauled out his wooden fishing shanty and slid it over the ice to a spot a good fifty yards from the other fishermen. It was dusk, and many were already leaving, their perch, walleye, and trout packed in coolers to take home to their families.
He began to arrange the inside of the shanty, a homemade thing of clapboard and two by fours. He lit a pile of pre-soaked coals in an old coffee can for extra warmth, the flame swirling for a moment like a dervish, then settling to a comfortable glow. As he slid his Styrofoam bait bucket across the shanty’s floor, steam seeping from beneath the lid, he heard the crunch of cleated boots behind him. He turned.
“You’re getting a late start today.” It was Sven Gustafson with his gas-powered auger. His chocolate lab Blackie followed close behind, clumsy on the ice. “Can I cut you a hole?”
Paul nodded. “A wide one.”
“What for?” Sven smiled. “You expecting a couple big northerns to come your way?”
“Just like a bigger hole is all. And keep your dog out of my bait.”
“You got smelt in there today? Blackie loves smelt.”
“Just keep him away from me tonight. I’m in no mood.”
Sven laughed and started the auger up, its whine accompanying the wind, the whir of the blade through ice setting Paul’s teeth on edge. The smell of gasoline and exhaust filled the air. When Sven was done, he whistled at Blackie. “C’mon, git, before Paul here sets a hook in you.” The dog pounced away a few feet then stopped, waiting. Sven started to leave but hesitated. He turned to Paul, kneeled down on one leg and pulled back the hood of his thick black parka. He cocked his head to the side, studying Paul.
Paul looked up, annoyed. “What?”
Sven turned his eyes to the fresh hole in the ice. When he spoke again, it was with a soft, quiet voice. “I just wanted to tell you how sorry I am about your son. I know you and Peg have been having a hard time of it.”
Paul looked out the shanty across the lake to the far shore. The last light of the day bled through a skeletal wall of birch. He squinted at the pile of stones he placed there. “It’s a hard thing,” he said.
“If you need anyone to talk to - ” Sven started, but Paul waved the words away.
“I’m getting by.”
“How’s your wife? How’s Peg been?”
Paul hoped the tears he felt welling up stayed put. He cleared his throat and spat. “You know how it is.”
Sven waited, and when Paul said nothing more, he nodded and stood, hefting the auger up with him. “Well, if you need anything - anything at all - you know where I’m at.”
“I’ll be fine.”
He watched Sven leave, and then finished setting up the small six by five shelter. It was almost tall enough for him to stand up in but not quite, although he’d cut a twelve inch diameter hole through the top the year before so he could watch the stars through it with his boy.
His boy. Jack. How many times had he been able to look at the stars with his son, point out the few constellations he knew, point out the ghostly strip of the Milky Way? Not enough. Goddamn, that was for sure. Not nearly enough.
He heard the bark of Blackie echo across the lake, clear and sharp in the crisp January air. He leaned over the freshly drilled hole in the ice, took his old rusty skimmer and scooped out the slush and ice chips from the surface. He shined his flashlight at the hole, a dark pupil within an iris of frozen water. How could anything live in such a place?
Time for some coffee. He opened the thermos, poured some into the lid and sipped. Too goddamn strong. Peggy never made it this strong. She made the best damn coffee in the world, just the way he liked it, but he had to make it today. He’d try to remember to put less in the filter next time.
Peggy. Damn.
Get used to it, he told himself. Get used to being lonely, because you’re going to be lonely a long, long time.
He swallowed the rest of the coffee in the lid with a shudder and grimace.
Get used to it.
His son Jack had died the year before. Drowned in this very lake. Only thirteen years old. After it happened, Paul didn’t think he’d have the stomach for fishing anymore, didn’t fish all summer, in fact. But when the lake froze up once again, he couldn’t help but think about his son, and coming out here on the lake brought him that much closer.
They had argued that day. Another bitter regret. Jack wanted to go fishing and Paul told him no, the season was already over.
“Please, Dad?”
“It’s not safe.”
“Can’t we at least try it?”
“How many times do I have to tell you - ”
They’d had some damn good times that winter out on the lake, and Paul wanted it to last as much as his son, but you can’t break the rules of nature. Ice melts. It’s as simple as that.
But Jack didn’t listen. He hopped on his bike and struggled for five miles over roads covered in slush and wet gravel, his jigging rod wobbling behind him, an antenna tuned into the frequencies of cold, deep water.
The ice still looked strong enough on top of the lake, even though there was not another fisherman to be found. Paul knew his son’s heart was filled with such a longing, the lake, the fish luring him - that he must’ve ignored the telltale signs of thin and rotten ice. First was the fact that there were no shanties left on the lake. And second, there was open water along the shore in places, and surely that must have been a clear enough sign. Paul thought he had taught his boy well, taught him about the intricacies of ice, that he should never go if it’s thinner than four inches. But apparently the pull was too great in the boy’s soul.
They found his mountain bike that first day, and two frantic days of searching later, his Twins cap and denim jacket washed up on the shore, belched up from beneath the receding ice cover. Once it melted, they dragged the lake, but it was large and deep, and they had no luck finding his body.
That was one of the hardest things to deal with. The lack of closure. Paul wanted to believe that Jack was still alive somewhere, just run away, or perhaps abducted but still alive, for these are the fantasies of grown men who have lost their children. But deep in his soul he couldn’t deny the overwhelming probability that his boy still laid on the murky lake bottom, communing with the fish he used to dream about in his warm bed at home.
They had a funeral. There was a polished granite headstone in the cemetery, but Paul couldn't bear to visit it. Instead, he piled up the stones he collected from the lake's shore, made a mound of them just for him and his son. Silly, probably, but he thought of it as a beacon. A beacon that made no sense except to himself. A beacon he could focus his loss on.
He started coming out to the lake again with his fishing gear in December, when the ice was first thick enough. And he'd come out most days since, even with Peggy fussing about how he should stop torturing himself.
“It’s not going to bring him back.”
“You don’t understand, Peg.”
“How can you say that? How can you tell me I don’t understand? He was my son, too.”
“But it’s not about that.”
It had gotten harder and harder to be with her, to come home to her after work and face her, the guilt of Jack’s death like a dulled ax blade pressed slowly into his gut. If only he would’ve taken Jack to show him how thin the ice was. If only he would’ve...
The list was endless.
So he came out here when he could, which was most nights now, after work. Watching. Waiting. Wondering what would bite.
There were times when he didn’t even drop a line in. He’d just sit, hovering over the dark hole, his thermos of coffee slowly growing cold next to him. He’d sit and watch, the exposed skin on his face and neck not registering the sub-zero temperatures, his breath blossoming before him in ghostly whispers before being snatched away through the hole in the shanty's roof.
He’d sit and wait, wondering at the movements he sensed not far below the surface. When the wind died to a whimper and all he could hear was his own heart and the deep, dull crack of settling ice - he was sure he felt something stirring below him.
One night, only his second night out this winter, as he sat eating a cracker and thinking about his son, he felt a tug on his jigging rod. He jerked it back with a flick of his thick wrist, feeling the hook set. He concentrated on the hole, on the weight that bowed his rod. Must be one damn big walleye, he thought. A heavy one with not a lot of fight in him.
He began to reel in his line. He’d been using one of Jack’s favorite lures, one that Jack had carved and painted himself. Using it brought Paul that much closer to his son, and now with a big old walleye appreciating his lost son’s abilities, Paul couldn’t help but smile. He continued to reel the line in, hoping it was strong enough.
The tip of the rod bent to the surface of the water. Paul kept turning the reel, his hands growing numb from the pressure, his head steaming with perspiration. He thought he saw something in the dark, murky water, a large shadow slowly rising.
A log? But it couldn’t be a log, could it? Hadn’t it tugged a bit, played with the line at first? Could a log do that?
He pulled at the rod, strained at the reel, now worried that his son’s lure would be lost forever in the cold depths. He squinted. Thought he could see a large silhouette close below the surface. It was a familiar shape. He felt his heart in his throat, his breath spurting from his mouth in frozen blasts.
My God, it can’t be.
But just as Paul’s desperate hope turned to a longing to believe, the line snapped. He fell hard on his back, seeing real stars blur above him through the hole in the roof. He blinked and shook his head, sat up and scrambled to the hole, leaning over it until the tip of his nose touched the cold surface of the water, hoping, praying that his eyes could penetrate the impenetrable murk. He saw nothing but his own panicked face reflected back at him.
He rolled over onto his side, curled his knees up to his chest, and stared at the plain wooden walls of the shanty. What had he hooked? His mind told him one thing while his heart told him something else entirely.
But that was over a month ago. Now he sat twitching his jig, wishing Sven’s dog would stop its miserable barking. He wanted silence. He wanted to be able to listen, to hear the shifting subtleties of ice and water.
He’d spent the last month wondering what had brought about that tug on his line, and it finally came to him just the night before.
The lure.
It had been Jack’s favorite. Perhaps it still was.
Paul had to find something else. Another lure. He had to try again. He’d gone through both their tackle boxes, spreading the contents out on the surface of his worktable at home. There was nothing else; nothing like the lure Jack had carved only the year before.
What else could he use? What else would coax his son to the surface, cross through the icy threshold back into this world?
The answer was simple, really. Obvious. He twitched the jig up and down, up and down, trying to entice that which he knew deep in his soul resided below the frozen surface.
Something tugged hard at the line, almost ripping the pole from his hands. He fell forward hard onto his knees as the tip of the rod arched dangerously, it’s tip smacking the water. He hoped the line would hold, hoped the rod wouldn’t snap.
The bait was working. Whatever had grabbed it pulled it frantically deeper. Paul strained at the rod, staring wide-eyed at the unblinking hole. Why was the line playing out so fast? He didn’t want that, didn’t want the bait to be taken like a token to whatever lair existed below. The bait was meant to be an enticement. A lure to this world above.
“Don’t be so greedy,” Paul whispered hoarsely, struggling not to let the rod jump from his hands. He wedged the handle between his arm and chest so that he could free one hand to grab the bait bucket. He knocked off the lid, the smell of the bait bringing fresh tears to his eyes. He reached into the warm, steaming contents and grabbed a handful of the bloody mixture. He dropped it into the hole, grabbed another handful and dropped that in, too.
“Come on. There’s more where that came from. Come on.”
The rictus of the hole turned a bright red where the chum touched. Chunks of bait floated in the small circle of water, some of it sinking, some of it clinging to the edges. The spin of Paul’s reel slowed. It stopped. There was hesitation below.
Paul ignored the stinging sensation of the chum freezing on his bare hand. He cranked the reel. There was a bit of give. He slowly took in the line. Grabbed another handful of bait and tossed it into the hole.
“That’s right,” he whispered, his hand moving faster now on the reel. “That’s right.”
It was a mad elation, an excitement filled with terror and love, his mind racing as fast as his hand. What would come of this reunion? What secrets of that strange other world would be shared? There was so much Paul wanted to tell his son, so much to catch up on, yet Paul knew that perhaps his son wouldn’t be the same, the Jack he knew already gone, this thing on his line only the husk of a long drowned boy inhabited by tiny worms and instincts both primal and fierce. But he kept reeling in the line, all these emotions incendiary in his mind, all these thoughts overridden by the need, the complete and relentless need, to see his son one more time. How dare he be taken from him without any warning. How dare he disappear from the face of the earth without a chance for Paul to experience one last smile, one last laugh, one last squeeze on the shoulder. How dare -
He could feel him rising to the surface, could feel the heavy bloated weight nearing the lips of the hole.
The reel suddenly jammed. He tried to force it, and the handle snapped off. Paul’s eyes fixed on the hole, the wind outside howling over the thin wooden walls of the shanty.
“Jack!” he cried.
He was so close, yet the water was too dark, the chum on the surface clouding it even further. He grabbed his flashlight, a sturdy black metal one, and flicked it on. He pointed its harsh beam at the hole, threw the rod to the side and lay flat on his stomach, his face hovering over the water.
“Jack!” he called, the flashlight merely bouncing off the surface. He thrust his arm in the water, the wetness biting through his flannel shirtsleeve and into his arm. The flashlight beneath the water caused a red glow through the surface chum. He tried to scoop it away, but most of it slid back through his fingers.
There was something there all right, something so close. Even though his hand felt like it was being jabbed with a thousand tiny shards of glass, the water so cold it burned, he felt something brush against his fingers, something large and solid. He yanked his hand out to free it of the flashlight. It lay precariously close to the edge, shining sharply into Paul’s eyes. But none of that mattered. He thrust his hand back into the chill of the lake, reaching blindly, his face pressed onto the ice, his arm in the water up past his elbow. When he felt a hand clamp around his forearm beneath the layer of ice, he knew it was his son. He knew it was Jack.
He pulled with all his strength. The fingers of his dead son were even colder than the water that cradled him, so cold, Paul felt as if all the bones in his arm had turned to ice. Jack’s fingers erupted from the water, slender bone poking through loose milky flesh. Paul pulled until most of Jack’s arm had emerged. He reached frantically behind him for the ice chisel. He needed to widen the hole. There was no way Jack could fit through.
“Damn it, hold on,” Paul said.
And then there was Jack’s face, rising an inch above the surface, his lips peeled back and sputtering, gurgling sounds erupting from the back of his throat, the hook that held the bait firmly set in his blackened cheek.
Paul watched, listening, trying to make out the words issuing from the purple swollen tongue and chalky white chunks of remaining teeth. He listened, watched, realized his son wasn’t talking at all, but rather continuing to bite at the chum that clung to the surface in a thick crimson film.
“Look at me.” Paul lost all the feeling in his arm as Jack continued to squeeze. “Open your eyes, boy.”
And Jack did open his eyes, the tattered lids fluttering back to reveal empty sockets. A minnow leapt free from one only to land between Jack’s gnashing teeth.
Despite the horror of it, the knowledge that Jack was no longer the same boy he’d taken fishing a year ago, was in fact a cold rotting thing, Paul said, “Listen Jack. Listen closely. I love you, okay? I love you.”
The words were like a torch set against the wall of ice that had built up around Paul’s own heart over the past year. His free hand brushed across the ice chisel behind him. He grabbed it and began stabbing at the ice around the edge. He would free him. Free Jack. Pull him up out from the cold waters of death and bring him into the world of the living. The ice chips flew.
Wasn’t it worth it? So what if Paul had cheated a little. So what if he tricked Jack to the surface with the only lure he knew would work. That was the sign of a good fisherman. It was the sign of a good father. The one thing that would bring Jack back to him.
And it had worked hadn’t it? Wasn’t it worth it to see him once again, a reunion of father and son where love had coaxed a dead rotting thing from the bottom of a deep, dark lake? A boy’s true love.
The love a boy has for his mother.
The door to Paul’s shanty burst open. Blackie bound in, his loud barks ringing sharp and painful in Paul’s ears. Jack’s hand loosened its grip. Paul tried to grab hold, but the dog jumped between them, lunging for the worm-riddled flesh of Jack’s wrist. The dog missed, kicking the black metal flashlight into the hole. Jack slipped once again beneath the surface, the flashlight caught on the protruding bones of his rib-cage. Paul watched the red glow diminish into the depths, his eyes wide with loss.
He didn’t hear the crunch of Sven Johnson’s cleated boots behind him, Sven’s admonishment of Blackie. Didn’t hear Sven gasp at the stink of the open bucket of bait.
“What the hell is that?” Sven asked.
The red glow of light was barely visible now. Paul reached into the ice hole and touched his fingertips to the water’s bloody surface.
“What’s a wedding ring doing in your bait?” Sven asked.
The retreat of the flashlight’s glow stopped, barely visible, a beacon to the bottom of Shady Lake. Paul looked at it with longing. He imagined himself going in after it, now his son the fisherman, the flashlight his lure.
There was no way he could fit through the hole. He’d have to wait.
He finally noticed Sven behind him, heard him puking on the ice.
He’d have to wait until March, April at the latest, until the ice had grown thin and rotten. Wait until there was no one around, no one to drag him kicking and screaming from the pull of the lake, the pull of his son.
Paul stood up, the bucket that contained what was left of Peggy still steaming. He picked up the ice chisel. Turned to Sven as Blackie barked at him, the choppy breath of the dog rising in small bursts through the twelve inch hole in the roof.
He could wait. He could wait.
He lifted the ice chisel in the air. Brought it down hard. Again and again. Until there was only the barking of the dog.
And soon after that, only the sound of Paul's labored breathing and the sound of blood dripping over the hole's edge into chilled water.
* * * * *
I've seen a lot of things here. A lot of things you don't necessarily see anywhere else.
Name's Nate. I run the tattoo parlor here at the Slaughterville Roadhouse. Been doing tattoos for well onto fifteen years now. Started here three years ago when Jim came into my shop in Hayesville and I gave him a tattoo of Crazy Horse across his left shoulder blade. Guess he liked how it turned out, cause he asked me to come work here.
You can pick a design off the wall or bring in your own. Don't matter to me. I've got a good eye and a steady hand. The only rule is, if you're drunk, come back later when you ain't drunk. Then we can talk tattoos. Last thing I want is some scrappy bitch come in asking me why the hell I inked the name of her husband's old girlfriend across the cheek of his ass.
I suppose there's been a few times I bent the rule. Every now and then a college kid comes in all shit-faced, showing no respect for my parlor, no respect for me, acting all belligerent. So I tell 'em, 'Sure, sit on down here' and I motion them over to my chair. Maybe I misspell their name. Maybe my needles slip.
But that's few and far between.
Mostly I've gotten a lot of compliments, a lot of referrals. Like I said, I've got a good eye and a steady hand. I've got a good reputation.
But it wasn't too long ago that my reputation had me on the verge of seeking another line of work.
I was already packing my needles away when I heard his hard black boots stomping slowly, deliberately on the wooden floor.
I didn't even look up. "Closed," I said.
I heard him stop, felt his shadow on me. Felt his eyes on me.
"You're a black man." He had a German accent.
"I guess you win the prize." I still didn't look up. "Black as they come."
The floor creaked with his weight. "I hear you're good."
"I do alright by the folks here."
Finally I looked at him. Bald, thin, muscular and his body covered with tattoos. I mean everywhere. On his face. His ears. All up and down the front of his back. He wore jeans and suspenders. No shirt. Just suspenders.
I caught myself staring at his teeth.
"Scrimshaw," he said, widening his smile to expose more detail. "An art practiced for centuries by sailors."
Each tooth was etched with a picture of a man hanging from a tree. The etchings disappeared into his throat.
"I'm familiar with the term," I said. "Never seen it on human teeth, though."
He circled the room, his hands behind his back as he examined my Polaroids of past customers. There was a large SS tattooed on his back over a red and black swastika. He flexed his shoulders.
"Any part of you not tattooed?"
He paused. Turned to look at me as if he'd been waiting for me to ask. "Why, yes." He nodded. Turned his attention back to the walls. Hands behind his back. An eagle covered his chest. Its talons clutched an iron cross. He continued to circle the room.
I knew Jim was out at the bar, a quick shout away. I also had a hunting knife strapped to my calf. But I've never been one to start trouble.
"I'm getting ready to call it a night here. Why don't you come on back tomorrow."
He pulled a wad of cash from his jeans. Peeled off three one hundred dollar bills.
"It's late," I said.
On his right bicep was a tattoo of Adolph Hitler. On his other arm was a figure in a white sheet illuminated by a burning cross.
"Do you want me to call Jim in here to show you the door?"
It's usually a reaction they're after. An excuse to blow up in your face with verbal or physical violence.
"I'm going to count to two," I said. "And then I'm gonna call on Jim."
He held up his hands. One hand said NIGGER in flaming letters. The other said DIE JEW. "I'll be back later. When you're not so - " He sighed. Then smiled. " - tired." He nodded. Turned swiftly on his hard leather boots, so shiny they reflected the room like a collage of photo negatives.
As he left, I saw another image on his back just below the left hook of the swastika. An image of Martin Luther King, a bullet slamming into his chest, blood spurting out and dripping from his outstretched hands, his face. The phrase 'DIE NIGGERS' was scrawled below it.
You might wonder why I said nothing about his tattoos. Why I didn't tell him they were offensive, why they caused my fists to clench and my jaw to tighten. Why, you might ask, didn't I tell him to get the fuck out of my place and stick his white dick up his daddy's Aryan ass.
I could tell you that I believe it's best to turn the other cheek, best to let him waste away in his own ignorance. That God's glory shines upon me and the pits of hell await his kind. I could tell you that, but I'd be lying.
Truth is I was just tired. And I wanted him to go away and leave me alone. Simple as that.
There are anomalies in this world and always will be.
Simple as that, too.
I thought of staying home the next day.
While I lay in bed that night, I told Rhona about him. Told her I felt like taking a day or two off. "I don't need that shit," I said.
She kissed me on the bridge of my nose. Her breath smelled like white Zinfandel. "You think he don't want exactly that?"
"Don't care what he wants."
I rolled away from her. Rolled away from her eyes, the moisture in them shiny and serious. I didn't want to smell her wine-coated breath, didn't want to feel the righteousness ooze from every pore of her naked body. I pretended to sleep. A married man gets to be good at pretending sleep after fifteen years.
She rubbed the small of my back. "Baby," she whispered in the loving way only a wife knows how.
In the morning, I fixed myself a plate of scrambled eggs. I went out back of our small brown house and split wood for the fireplace. I guess that's when the rage really came out. Started out just hacking at big old logs, splitting 'em half-heartedly, then all of a sudden I couldn't swing hard or fast enough. And when I was done splitting logs, I kept hacking at the goddamn tree stump where I done the splitting, kept hacking big chunks of it off, splinters of wood flying at my sweaty face, into my tear filled eyes until I heard Rhona screaming at me from the door jamb.
I stopped. Wiped the sweat away. Looked at the work I'd done to the stump and let the axe drop to the ground, the long wooden handle bouncing off my work boots. I walked past her into the house. I couldn't look at her. Not then. I didn't like it when she saw me like that. Losing control like that. I didn't like it.
I showered, changed into clean clothes, and drove to the Slaughterville Roadhouse.
I'd just finished a plate of egg rolls straight out of the bar's deep fryer when I heard his jackboots echo on the wooden floor. His shadow disappeared into my dark skin as he waited in the doorway.
"Are you awake tonight?" he asked. "Do you have time for a scumbag like me?"
"Just what the hell do you want? Don't look like you have space for any more tattoos anyway."
"There's one space left," he said. "One place that hasn't been touched by the needle. One place that is still pure."
"And you trust a nigger to do it? How you know I ain't gonna fuck it up?"
He smiled at my sarcasm. Pulled out his wad of cash, peeled off not three, but five hundred dollar bills.
"No," I said. "Keep it 'til I'm done. Then you can pay me." It was all I could think of at the moment to keep from plunging my needles into his neck and filling the wounds with ink.
"Fair enough," he said. He eased himself into the chair. I couldn't help but stare at his chest, his arms, his neck, images of hate covering every square inch of his body.
"Where do you want it?" I asked. "And what do you want? A couple more swastikas? A pile of burning babies?"
"Please." He closed his eyes. Reached down to his jeans.
He pulled a switchblade from his pocket.
I froze. My mouth turned dry as ash.
I don't know why I wasn't more prepared. I don't know why I didn't jump and try to take the knife away.
But I wish I had.
I wish I had.
He pressed a button on the switchblade's black pearl casing. A mean looking knife sprang out with a click.
"Redeem me," he whispered.
He could have easily stood from the chair and plunged the thing into me. Could've taken his damn time for as frozen with fear as I was.
But he didn't.
And I swear to God this next part is true. I swear to God on the life of my wife. On the grave of my mother.
"Redeem me," he said again, his voice pained as if something unseen had its hand around his neck.
He turned the knife's point to the top of his chest. Stuck his arm straight out, then brought it in quick with enough force to plunge through his sternum.
My legs went numb, my whole body. Why I didn't fall off my stool, why I didn't shit myself, I'll never know.
He opened his eyes. That's something I won't ever forget, something I see every time I try to sleep.
I realized at that instant that even his eyes were tattooed. What I thought had been blood vessels were tiny robed figures bowing toward his pupils. I wanted to look closer at his eyes, try to see inside his pupils, because I knew, I knew deep down in my soul that the tattoos continued on inside his eyeballs.
But my own eyes were drawn away. Drawn to the knife that sliced an uneven line down to his own belly. He set the knife down, breathing heavily. With long sharp fingernails (and my God, I swear, even those were etched with figures) he pulled back the skin on either side of the long jagged cut. I saw his ribs. Saw the intricate black etchings that covered them.
"Scrimshaw," I whispered, was all I could think of to whisper like some idiot child.
Each row of ribs depicted scenes from Hell. The bottom rows held creatures both human and non thrashing about and copulating in a sea of fire, and each row above that another scene, scenes of torture, mutilation, death, the figures gradually rising upward, reaching toward the sky, toward Heaven, their faces scratched with agony.
No. That's not right.
They weren't reaching toward Heaven.
They were reaching toward his heart.
It beat fiercely. The only organ, the only thing of this man's body left unadorned by the mark of a needle.
He pulled out one rib, then two, the crack of each making me jump. I watched his heart beat, watched it force blood through his arteries, watched the blood flow in and out, becoming purified in an endless cycle.
Purified.
Blood spilled from him, soaking his jeans, pooling around his hips and dripping off the blue vinyl chair. His hand shook as he picked up one of the tattoo needles from the tray next to him. Sweat poured down his face.
"What?" I asked. My teeth chattered so much, I could barely speak. "What do you want me to do?"
"Finish it." His eyes bulged. "You know what to do. Finish it."
I wondered again what those hooded figures scratched into the sclera of his eyes bowed to, what was it exactly that was tattooed within the soft folds of his brain.
I took the needle from his hand, its buzz drowned out by the sound of my own heart beating in my ears.
I looked at his heart. I slowly reached in. Took hold of it. Felt it warm and pure in the palm of my hand. Never before had I experienced such an intimacy. It pumped hypnotically, forcefully.
I brought the needle to it. Started to draw.
Not a picture. But a word. The same word. Over and over. In large letters. Small letters. Block letters. Cursive letters. Over and over as his heart continued to beat in my hand, the main arteries still attached, strung between my thick fingers.
One word.
Love.
That was the word I wrote.
Love.
Over and over.
Over and over.
Love.
The only word pure enough for the sanctity of a heart.
He gasped as I placed it back in his chest. I took the pieces of rib from his hand and stuck them back loosely in place. I folded the flaps of skin back over the bone and noticed how even the insides of his skin were covered with tattoos.
He smiled at me.
Grabbed hold of my hand.
"Danke," he whispered. "Thank you."
I left him there to die. To live. I don't know which.
But I do know that when he finally left my chair it was as a redeemed man.
A pure righteous man.
I still got a good eye, but my hand ain't so steady anymore.
* * * * *
"Bourbon on the rocks with a twist of lime."
Dinah's usual. She let the edges of the ice smooth before taking her first sip.
Control, she thought. That's the key.
She sat with one elbow on the worn wood of the bar, a Camel in one hand, the glass cool and wet in the other. The band hadn't arrived yet, their instruments standing mute and waiting on the Slaughterville Roadhouse's small platform stage. Dinah blew smoke rings that blurred and dissipated into the already thick haze over the bar. She closed her eyes, nodding along with the music.
That's the great thing about music, she thought. Takes you away on a momentary vacation, turns your mind back in on itself, and for a little while you've elapsed back in time and you're in high school again, drinking beer, smoking pot, not worried about much other than whether or not Dan Griffin, the boy you finally got to go out with you on a date brought condoms along. And if he didn't, well you'd probably fuck him anyway, cause what the hell, you only live once.
All that brought back by a song, by a smoking guitar riff.
And when the song ended and Dinah opened her eyes, the past disappeared, her age caught up with her like a mean dog, and she waited for the next drink, the next song.
Smack!
The sound of a pool cue hitting the wall. Dinah flinched. Cigarette ash spilled across her knuckles.
"Wanna fight?"
"Bring it on, man. Bring it on."
She swiveled on her stool to check out the commotion. Troy Hanson circled the pool table, holding the white cue ball in his fist, his arm cocked back ready to throw. Troy was a regular. Always getting in trouble one way or the other as long as his brothers were with him.
But the other man circling the table, the one with the broken pool cue, was someone - had she seen him before? A man with slick black hair and sideburns, a black leather jacket, his worn-brown wallet attached to faded blue jeans by a long chrome chain. Like someone out of a B-grade biker movie.
"Whenever you’re ready," the stranger said, his voice quiet and hoarse, like faraway radio static.
Troy's two surly brothers rose from their chairs, ready to step in if necessary.
They continued to circle the pool table. The other patrons backing off, hooting and chanting 'Fight! Fight! Fight!' over The Door's L.A. Woman screaming from the jukebox.
Troy’s younger brother Dirk yelled, "Kick his ass!"
His older brother, Elvis Jr. shouted, "Don't be a pussy. Throw it!" He grabbed Troy’s beer and guzzled it while Troy’s eyes were fixed on the stranger’s broken cue.
Then there was the unmistakable kerchunk of Ben Hooper's twelve gauge, the sound cutting through all the hollering, the music, like an arrow shot through wet toilet paper. Everyone turned to look. Ben pointed the gun at Troy.
"Drop the goddamn ball right now." Ben had tended bar at the Slaughterville forever. He was often seen carrying two full beer kegs at a time, one on each shoulder.
He turned the gun on the stranger. "Put down your cue."
He did as he was told.
"Next time I pull out my gun, you can bet I'm gonna start firing until I hit somebody." Ben set the shotgun behind the bar, his eyes still fixed on the two men. "Now shake hands."
They shook; Troy with a sneer, looking like he was going to spit, and the stranger with eyes that floated in their sockets, reflecting the bar lights back at Troy in a glare of dead calm. They backed away from each other, Troy sitting down with his brothers, muttering, "Ain't worth it."
Dinah could tell he was spooked.
The stranger put his hands in his pockets and turned his back on the brothers. He stepped quietly over to the bar, his chain jingling, and took a seat next to Dinah.
She blew a thick ring of smoke at him. "Have I seen you before?"
The stranger shrugged, then nodded at her half-empty glass. "What are you drinking?"
"Bourbon."
He jerked his chin at Ben. "Two bourbons."
When Ben set the drinks down in front of him, the stranger laid a fifty on the bar. "Sorry about the pool cue. Didn't mean to break it."
Ben pushed the fifty back at the stranger. "Forget it. First drink, first broken cue is on the house.” He nodded toward the brothers. “Just watch your back when you leave tonight. Ain't a bigger buncha assholes ever walked this planet."
"Thanks." The stranger lifted his glass to Ben in salute.
Dinah did the same. "Thank you, Ben. " He nodded and turned to pour drinks for a couple of farmers at the other end of the bar. Dinah swiveled toward the stranger. "Ben’s nice enough. Just don’t get on his bad side. Where you from?"
"Out west. Name’s Billy."
"You ride a bike?"
He looked at his drink. Nodded.
Dinah shoved the remains of her cigarette into the ashtray and pulled out two more. “Aren’t you going to ask me my name?”
Billy produced a match from somewhere below the bar and lit it with the nail of his thumb. He held it to the two cigarettes in Dinah's glossy red lips. “I figured you’d get around to telling me sooner or later.”
Dinah sucked in. Handed one over to Billy. Winked. "Smoking's bad for you."
"Smoking don't affect me."
Dinah smiled. Tilted her head back and blew a mist at the idle ceiling fan above. "What brings you here?"
"Just passing through."
"What about tonight?"
Billy laughed. "You get right to the point, don't you?"
Dinah shook her head slowly, in rhythm to the jukebox. "I'm no slut. Just being kind to a stranger is all."
Billy drained the rest of his glass, chewed on a chunk of ice. Turned to the empty stage. His face seemed to flicker through the smoke she blew at him. And when the moving colored lights of the dance floor hit the exposed skin of his neck, it looked for a moment like it was melting, like a piece of film stuck in a movie projector.
Damn, he’s cute, Dinah thought.
He stood from his stool. "I have to go."
"Hey, wait. I didn't mean - "
"I know what women like you want."
Dinah blinked. "And what's that?"
"You want a knight in shining armor. Someone to walk through that door and sweep you off your feet. A fantasy man. A movie star. But all you ever meet are drunk assholes and losers."
She stared at him. Her drink was empty and goddamn, did she want another one. Her fingers shook as she tapped the ash off her cigarette.
"I have to go," Billy said. "It was nice meeting you."
But he didn't move.
Dinah finally looked up at him and his eyes made the pit of her stomach ache. His pupils were depthless, black, the irises bright blue, and she could see the surprise in her face reflected in them. A sadness swept over her. She wanted to hug him. Slide her hand up under his leather jacket. Take him to her apartment and tuck him into bed. There was a hollowness deep in his eyes that enveloped her and she wanted to caress it away from him.
"Please," she whispered, not knowing if she could be heard over the jukebox. "Let me take you home."
Maybe the hollowness she saw in his eyes was her own hollowness staring back at her, a longing she'd felt for years, dreamed of since she was a teenager. Everything was possible back then, and now – nothing.
That was what she saw in those eyes, reflected back at her a hundred times over, making her want to crumple on the floor in a heap, crumple and let the night pass, wait for the day to come and warm her, wait in a heap of wrinkling skin and graying hair on the chilled dusty wood of the roadhouse floor.
Billy turned from her and walked away. The three brothers shoved their chairs back and followed him out the door.
Part of Dinah suddenly wanted them to beat the shit out of him. Shred him to bits, because he was an impossibility, nothing more than a dream she'd had a million times over. But the bigger part of her wanted to run to him, wrap her arms around him, yell out to him. But she couldn't move, couldn't speak. Her neck craned back to the bar. She stared at her drink. It glowed golden in the bar's yellow lights. She lifted it to her lips. Let it fill her throat. Again and again.
"Just one more, Ben," she said five more times until finally he shook his head gently.
"Come back tomorrow," he said. "Tomorrow you can have some more."
The next night was another slow middle of the week night. A couple pool games going on. The house band playing to an empty dance floor. Spaces left up at the bar. Dinah sat in her usual spot.
"Have you seen him?" she asked Ben.
"Who's that, sweetheart?"
"That biker. Billy. That bad-ass biker."
Ben shook his head. "Nope. But the Hanson brothers were here earlier. Looked like they'd seen better days."
"Think they hurt him?"
Ben shrugged. Poured her another drink.
The cigarette smoke, the odor of beer and whiskey hung in a stubborn cloud around her head. Had he taken off already? Was he holed up in a ditch somewhere, bleeding to death? Everyone knew the Hansons never played fair.
Why should I care, she thought. He’s nothing. A phantom.
Something she could never have, save for maybe just a taste, brief as a Sunday matinee.
She looked at her watch. "Shoot," she said. Almost closing time. She turned to Ben. "One for the road? No ice this time?"
"I don't know about you, Dinah." But he poured her half a glass. Knocked on the bar with his thick knuckles. "On the house."
She closed her eyes and let it slide down her throat all at once. She shivered at the burn that erupted in her gut and flowed to the ends of her limbs. Shook her head. Rose carefully from the stool and gathered her purse, her jacket, her cigarettes.
Ben nodded. "You take it easy."
Billy waited for her out in the gravel of the parking lot, a silhouette with eyes reflecting the flickering neon of the Slaughterville Roadhouse sign. He stamped his cigarette out on the ground, the sparks not wanting to go out just yet, and with a tilt of his chin, motioned her onto his bike, a big old Harley – every mother’s nightmare and every kid’s dream.
Dinah got on, wrapped her arms around his belly, waiting for her warmth to heat the leather of his jacket. But it stayed cold. She shivered.
"Loneliness is cold," Billy said, as he kicked the Harley into life. It roared with a fierceness that vibrated through Dinah's heart, forcing it to pound and pump blood with the same ferocity as gas through the cycle's chambers. Billy revved the engine and bolted forward.
Shadows flew by. Dinah leaned to the side to catch the wind in her hair and on her face. The wind never tasted so good. And the sound of that bike, the feel – the vibrations tore through her clothes like a hundred pairs of frantic hands.
He slowed to a stop, Dinah’s arms still wrapped tightly around his chest. She recognized this place. The old Starlite. She looked up at the remnants of the movie screen. Bare branches poked through what was left of it, yellowed panels, the edges splintered, the right corner with a nasty burn mark running down it from a lightning strike. Thistle, poison ivy, oak and birch saplings crumbled the lot's asphalt in its own glacially determined way. Weeds clutched at the cracked and rusting speaker-posts as if keeping them from sinking into the earth.
"Why do the good things always disappear?" Dinah asked.
Billy took his time answering. "It's best that way," he finally said. "Then it can never sour. It stays in your memory and gets sweeter as the years go by."
"Are you gonna disappear on me?"
Billy said nothing, his face still turned toward the screen.
"Take me with you," Dinah said. "Take me wherever it is you need to go."
"I don't think I can." Already the moonlight was playing tricks on the back of his pale neck, making it appear to fade in and out. Dinah closed her eyes. Felt the leather jacket crumble in her arms. She stood alone. No bike. No Billy.
She looked up at the tattered movie screen. The moon played tricks on that, too, because it looked like he was there, a flickering silhouette expanding and bleeding off the edges into the tree branches, making them shudder with the heat of the Harley's engine. Riding off into the sky, clouds forming in the wake of exhaust.
Dinah turned away. Shivered in the cold. Looked at the concrete square that once held a concession stand. Bent over and picked up the jagged remnants of a broken beer bottle. She sat down in a heap, threw off her shawl and rolled up a sleeve.
The best things never last. The best things disappear and become an imprint in the memory. But she would try to find him. She would try.
She looked up at the screen. It was a jewel, a diamond with its spectrum of colors sparkling through the cool night air, filling her eyes, filling her with a longing for another life. A life full of color and excitement, full of rebels, bikers, black leather clad Jesuses who just might set her on the back of their bike and take her away.
Take her away.
From this.
From all of this.
She pressed the glass onto her wrist. Closed her eyes. Was this the way to become nothing more than a celluloid dream projected onto the night-time sky?
She gasped. She couldn’t do it.
When she stood, dizziness swept over her. What she wouldn’t give for a good stiff bourbon. No ice. Make it a double.
She looked around the overgrown lot. There was no one there.
No one at all.
She started to walk.
A week later he showed up again. She watched him from her stool. Watched him sway in front of the stage to the rhythm of the house band’s set of 60’s music. Hendrix. The Doors. The Stones. She stood and walked over to him. He was crying. She reached up and wiped a tear away. Put her arms around him. They danced like that. Slowly. Gently. Questions were for later. After the band was finished. After last call was announced. After the bartender rapped his knuckles on the bar.
"Closing time."
"Why did you leave me there?" Dinah asked Billy.
"I didn't want to hurt you."
"But you did hurt me. You hurt me by leaving."
"It would've been worse if I stayed."
Once again, they stood in the lot of the old drive-in. The air was humid and mosquitoes and gnats swarmed in the cone of Billy's headlight.
"I'm too old for you, aren't I?"
Billy shook his head and grinned. "Naw, I like older women."
"You don't think I'm ugly?"
"You make me shiver inside when I look at you. You make me want to take you in my arms and never let go."
"Then do it. Take me. Take me wherever it is you have to go."
"I wish I could."
"You can."
"You don't understand."
"All I need to understand is that you make me feel special and young and appreciated and wanted. All I need to understand is that you're what I used to dream about when I was a teenager. You were my dream, a biker just like in those movies. I wanted to ride off across the country. Never worry about this life again."
Billy looked up at the broken down drive-in movie screen. Dinah looked, too. There was movement on it, tricks of the moon tossing shadows across it.
Billy said, "Out here color fades when night comes. But up there on the screen, color stays sharp and clear." He motioned for Dinah.
She gave Billy her hand. Let him lead her to the cement footing where the concession stand once stood, the smell of popcorn and hotdogs and teenage lust lingering in her memory. Billy stood with her in front of the blackened fire ring. He took a cigarette from beneath his black leather jacket. Lit it and tossed the match in among the ashes. He took a deep drag. Held it in and brought his lips to hers. Exhaled into her mouth. She sucked it in hungrily, filling her lungs with it, letting it sit there as long as she could before it seeped out through her nostrils.
Billy tossed the burning cigarette into the ashes. Stepped into the fire ring. The ashes swirled around him. They traveled up his body in a small tornado.
Then he was gone.
Dinah peered into the fire ring. Could see nothing but the still burning cigarette. She heard the motorcycle rev from far away – a growl of lust and need.
Ironic, she thought, that the thing she had been longing for, the love she thought she could never have, was centered within a crude circle of ash and blackened beer cans, cigarette butts and fire charred wood.
She stepped inside. A sharp pain shot through her leg. She shut her eyes.
Ash swirled around her, traveling up her hips, her breasts, her head. It shot up her nose, filled her mouth and ears. She felt herself sinking. The cement base had turned into something wet and pulpy. She gagged, trying to spit out the ash. A multitude of hands grabbed at her from below. The ash filled her, the spent cigarettes of a thousand outcasts, loners, the neglected and abused. Her whole body stung and she felt herself melt into unconsciousness.
But all the while, there was that part of her that remained filled with hope and longing. The memory-feel of Billy's kiss remained on her lips, the smell of him trapped in her clogged nostrils.
When she came to, she found herself looking out over the overgrown lot of the drive-in. No.
Wait.
That wasn't right.
Something was different. There were different trees. Sycamores instead of pine and birch. And beyond, she recognized the tufts of cotton plants instead of withered stalks of corn.
She heard the roar of a motorcycle. Her heart filled with joy when she saw him. Riding circles down below. Looking up at her and smiling.
But there was another sound. She thought it was a generator at first. A low hum barely heard over the motorcycle's engine. It was coming from each side of her, from above and below. She tried to turn her head, but it felt as if it was encased in quicksand. She forced it to turn. Slowly. Painfully. And when she saw them, all the joy leapt from her heart as if forced out by the blast of a shotgun. There were hundreds of them. All of them women. All moaning. All mourning. A collective hum of loss, their faces painted in agony pressed against the remnants of a tattered movie screen, looking out.
Billy revved his engine. Stood up, straddling his bike. Another smile. Another wink and wave.
The groans grew louder.
Billy turned. Rode away into the night, his taillight disappearing.
It was at least an hour before the three teenagers came. She felt all the trapped faces watching apprehensively. The teenagers sat around a fire. Dropped broken up palettes onto it. Smoked cigarettes. Drank beer. Again, Dinah slowly, painfully turned to look at the others. One by one, their mouths opened in screams.
Even before opening her own mouth, Dinah knew that the teenagers below would not hear her.
* * * * *
John Baxter was a skinny man with hunched shoulders and a large protruding Adam's apple. A dark purple birthmark stretched across his throat from the tip of his chin to the top of his chest. Random patches of black hair bristled from his forearms like weeds.
But goddamn could he play the guitar.
Up there on the small stage with a row of red lights making his sweat look like blood, he was a temporary god that made people stare at their beer and contemplate their fucked-up lives.
As he neared the end of a love song, the chords creeping like poisonous snakes into the hearts of the bar's patrons, he looked up and saw her sitting on the edge of the stage. Three hundred fifty odd pounds squeezed into black leather pants and jacket, her hair dyed just as black, staring up at him. She was hard to miss. Her chin quivered with the music.
John caressed the twelve strings of his Gibson hungrily. The woman swooned. John thought she was going to flop over in a faint, but just as her body teetered forward, she forced herself back. Forward and back. Forward and back. Like a life buoy bobbing in the ocean.
He'd never seen her before. The Slaughterville Roadhouse was a place of regulars, the same farmers, bikers, mechanics, and antique-shop owners night after night. It was rare to see a fresh face. Rarer yet to see a woman watching him without staring at his birthmark. Without that look in her eyes of pity or disgust.
He dove straight into a fast, lively instrumental before the last one sunk in too far to ever get out. There was clapping and whistling. Beer bottles and shot glasses clanked on chipped pine tables in rhythm. The large woman on the edge of the stage swayed back and forth. Forward and back. Hypnotic. Her own special rhythm pulling at John, and he caught himself staring at her. Caught himself altering his tempo slightly to match hers. The large woman's eyes slowly opened and a smile journeyed across her face.
John finished his set a few songs early. Took a sip of tequila from the bottle kept behind his amp to calm his nerves, then moved his equipment aside to make room for the next band.
The bartender handed John a twenty dollar bill, payment for the gig. "Everything okay?"
"Sure. Just got a headache is all." John felt the woman's eyes on his back.
The bartender nodded toward her. "You watch out for her. She looks like trouble to me." He winked.
John grinned. Rapped his knuckles on the bar. "See you tomorrow."
He followed her out the door, carrying his guitar with one hand, an old leather hat in the other. In the gravel parking lot, she stopped. Turned. John swallowed. Nodded toward his pick-up. She squeezed in without a word.
The life of a musician, John thought.
He'd had groupies before. Lost, wayward women who became a bright shining light for a few brief moments. But they were few and far between. And he learned long ago to grab hold of that brightness when he could.
The truck bounced on the washboard surface of the dirt road, leaving a flurry of dust and dead autumn leaves in its wake.
"What's your name?" he asked.
"Chryse," she said.
John's eyes darted briefly to her reflection in the rearview mirror. The dashboard lights spun a green aura around her.
"You're an angel," John said.
Chryse smiled. "I'm no angel. I like musicians." She put her hand on his thigh. He flinched. "And I know how to take the pain away."
John slowed down. Heard a branch scrape across the shell of his truck. He wanted to ask her what pain, but knew it would come out sounding like a kid trying to lie.
Instead, he cleared his throat. Said, "My place is a mess."
"I don't mind. Life's a mess."
"You like beer?" He pulled to a stop in front of his trailer home.
"I just want to feel you." She pulled his hand to her mouth and kissed his rough, callused fingers. "I want to know you." She poked out her tongue and slid it slowly over his strumming thumb. "I want to take the pain away."
In the darkness of the trailer they undressed. Her hands slid over his chest and she pushed him back onto his bed. She crawled on top of him, her weight pressing him into the mattress. Then he was inside of her, and the bed creaked violently with each sliding, bouncing movement. John felt a warm fire igniting his groin. He watched her flesh turn dark, watched the ceiling spin, heard a loud hum in his ears that sounded like a chorus of cellos all playing a single sustained note. He couldn't breath.
"Get off me," he gasped.
Her face turned to the ceiling, her chin wiggling, her stomach like a sea of oil undulating in shadow. John thought for a moment he could see the top of his trailer open up, the light of a thousand stars stabbing his eyes.
"Ugly fucker! You stupid ugly fucker."
Tom Pike. It's always Tom Pike who starts it. Whenever Ms. Darrow steps out for a cigarette. The eyes of the entire class turn on Johnny.
"What kind of monkey did your mother have to fuck to give birth to you?"
He feels himself shrinking behind his desk, wishes he could disappear in a cloud of smoke.
"Ever heard of a shower? Why don't you wash that ugly stain off?"
And the giggles start. First, the two girls tittering in the front row, then a couple more start in behind them. The sound quickly ripples across the room, turning into a giant wave of pointing and laughter.
Johnny shuts his eyes, trying to retreat into himself, his skin feeling like it wants to turn inside out, his birthmark throbbing and hot.
"Stupid ugly fucker!"
He can't take it. Jumps from his chair. Slaps the top of his desk so hard his hand feels like it's full of angry bees.
"Shut up!" he yells. "Shut up you stupid cocksucker!"
And the teacher walks in. Ms. Darrow dressed so nicely in a blouse and black skirt, Johnny's words hitting her, stopping her cold as if he had just thrown shit across her face.
"Johnny Baxter! Get to the office right NOW!" Her face is bright red. She seethes as Johnny passes her, the class still chuckling as he passes from the room with his head hung low.
He thinks about running away. Why did his mother have to move here?
He thinks about killing him. Killing Tom Pike.
Life would be so much easier without a bastard like him around.
"Stop!" He slapped at her buttocks, gasping for air. With a jerk, he rolled onto his side, forcing her off.
His world came back into focus. She sat on the floor in the corner, her hands covering her face. He heard her crying softly, saw her belly jiggle with each sob. He sat up.
"What the hell was that? What were you trying to do to me?"
She looked up at him through her tears. "I can take the pain away," she whispered.
John ran his hand through his sweat-slicked hair. "I think you should get out."
He stood in the corner while she dressed. "I know who you are," she said gently. "I know what you did."
"Get out." John had trouble finding his breath. "Get out now, damn it."
The next night at the roadhouse, the crowd was smaller. John doubted if he'd clear fifteen bucks. He started to play an old Leadbelly tune, but had to stop halfway through the song when his hand seized up. It stiffened and hurt. Felt like a skewer had been jabbed in his palm.
He grimaced and bit back the pain. Started over, but only got through the first few bars when the pain worsened. "Sorry folks. I'm takin' a short break. Be back in a moment."
He set his guitar down and stood from his stool. Pain shot up his spine. He doubled over, coughing.
"You all right?" the bartender asked.
John nodded, hacking up a wad of phlegm into his handkerchief. He walked to the men's room, feeling his muscles quivering beneath his skin.
He sat in one of the stalls and leaned over, his face hot in his hands. Another coughing fit overcame him, his lungs feeling like they were covered in mud, and this time when he spit, there was a tinge of red to it.
So many ways of paying for your sins, he thought. And when does it end?
Finally he was able to stand again, but he still felt weak and dizzy. He looked at himself in the mirror. Looked at his big ugly stain of a birthmark. Maybe some people are made for paying. Make up for all the ones who never have to pay a goddam dime. Cause I been paying since the day I was born.
He couldn't play like this. Not tonight. He shuffled out from the bathroom. Went straight to the bartender.
"Sorry, man, but I feel like shit. I can't play tonight."
"What's wrong?"
"I don't know. Fever I guess."
The bartender looked him up and down. "Can you make it home okay? Need a shot of whiskey before you go?"
"I'll be fine."
"Let me know about tomorrow. If you can't make it, I'll send Lydia over with some chicken soup."
"S'alright if I leave my amp here?"
"Course. I'll stick it in the basement." The bartender winked at him. "Sucks getting old, don't it?"
The life of a musician.
When John pulled up to his trailer and yanked the Gibson out of the back of his pick-up, part of him expected to see Chryse waiting for him at the door. But there was no one. He went inside and looked around just to make sure. He sat down on his couch and laid the guitar across his lap, closed his eyes and began to play. At first, he plucked nimbly at the strings, quick staccato notes that disappeared into the trailer's crevices. Then he strummed the strings with the tips of his fingers, tossing the pick aside. He saw Tom Pike's face as he improvised, saw Chryse's face, both of them part of an audience in his mind.
The notes stretched, grew louder as he culled the vibrations of the instrument into a long series of sustains. His emotions were a hurricane in the hollow of the guitar.
As he played, his eyes shut tight, he relived the night he killed Tom Pike, relived the feel, the sickening, satisfying feel of slicing him belly to throat with his father's fish scaling knife. Relived the warmth of blood on his hands as he strummed chords that weren't meant to be, chords of disharmony and pain.
The warm feel of blood. A momentary satisfying feeling. An eternal painful feeling, and he could not forget it, could never forget that feel, even though as he cut through Tom Pike's skin, the revenge was so damn sweet. Because even without him around, life never became any easier.
He opened his eyes. Looked down at his hands as they froze in mid-strum. He'd been playing so hard, his own fingers, fingers that were hard and callused from years of pressing steel string into wooden frets, were bleeding. The strings dripped with it, with his memory, his passion. His blood.
He stood. Held the guitar by the neck. Faced the television. He saw himself reflected on the screen, an obsidian shadow teetering back and forth on scuffed black boots. He raised the guitar. Held it in the air. This was his lifeblood, the thing he earned his meager living with. But wouldn't it feel good, wouldn't it feel just goddamn fantastic for one incredible instant -
He swung the guitar, felt it smash into the TV screen. There was an explosion of wood and glass. Smoke poured from the ruined set. John's irises danced with the image of a small flame forming in the electronic components. The smell of burning plastic made his eyes water, made the snot loosen and drip from his nose. He clenched and unclenched his right hand, trying to hold onto that feeling, that momentary feeling of the guitar exploding into the screen.
There was a knock on his door.
He forgot for a moment that he still held the broken
neck of the guitar in his left hand. He looked at it as if he wasn't quite sure how it had gotten there. He dropped it onto the floor. Knew who would be there even before opening the door. A tremor ran through his body. A tremor that wouldn't stop.
"I'm sorry," Chryse said as she stood on the front step. "I didn't mean to hurt you."
"What did you do to me?"
She looked down at her feet. Her face was so pale, so white it almost glowed within the frame of her stark black hair. Her eyes glistened, two bits of shiny hard coal pressed into her face. John reached out and tilted back her head. Looked deep in those glittering eyes. The blood from his fingers smeared across her chin.
"I want you to finish it," he said.
He stepped aside as she entered his trailer.Followed her into his bedroom.
The room smelled of sweat and mouthwash and cigarettes. John quit smoking over a year ago, but some things never seemed to go away. They undressed in silence.
"Close your eyes," Chryse whispered. John lay on his back on the bed, his one pillow thin and hard beneath his head. He sensed her standing over him, could smell her skin, the dim light beyond his eyelids blocked by her form. He felt her squatting over his face, could feel the short soft wisps of her tiny black hairs on his forehead. He opened his eyes as she spread herself for him.
And he saw it. It shined inside of her. A swirling bright red river full of clots and pieces of bone. Her ribs glowed through it all like the framework of a cathedral. She squatted closer, squatted onto his eyes. Forms floated inside of her. Forms of men. So many of them.
He understood.
"We all pay a price," she said. "Just for being who we are."
She began to bounce.
"I'll take the pain away."
So many of them. All the old blues men, the rock 'n' rollers, the jazz musicians, all of them dead and gone to the world, all of them overcome by the pain of their world.
And she bounced faster. Harder. The bucking movements, the weight crushed John Baxter's skull, broke his windpipes, snapped his neck. Yet he was still aware.
He understood.
John Baxter knew where he was going and where all the others had gone before him.
Chryse groaned.
John Baxter, his music, his soul, his pain, was sucked inside.
* * * * *
Scorched Earth
"Burn, baby, burn."
The forest looked surreal. Ann Leroux lit a cigarette and inhaled. "Guess it doesn't matter too much if I toss my butts wherever I feel like it." She blew a wavery ring of smoke that dissipated over the slow moving vinyl of the Wakkamungus River.
Patchouli rolled his eyes.
"Just kidding. Geez," Ann said.
Charred skeletons of pine trees stood black and velvety against the early morning sun. Jagged stumps protruded from a thick layer of ash like rotted teeth. Renegade clusters of cinders floated on the river's surface. It was only a week ago that the inferno had swept through the area. Small patches on either side of the river continued to smolder on the forest floor. The smell of burnt wood was thick.
Jay set down a cooler full of beer and soda on the river's edge. "Will you look at that. It's like we're on another planet. Are you sure we're allowed to be here?"
Patchouli shrugged. "I don't see any signs that say we can't."
Kelly Lambert pulled back her auburn hair into a ponytail and secured it with a purple binder. She handed a bottle of sunscreen to Jay. "Rub this on my back?"
He shook the bottle and squirted it directly onto her skin. Kelly flinched.
He wanted to tell Kelly over a month ago that it was over between them, but he couldn't do it. Whenever he tried, he imagined her breaking down, crying, yelling at him, throwing a fit. Hell, he didn't know. He just couldn't bring himself to find out. So instead of saying the things he wanted to say, he swallowed the words and let inane things bubble up from his mouth instead.
But not today. Today he was going to tell her. He couldn't keep leading her on like this. Especially when she was already talking about things like engagement rings and bridesmaid dresses. He didn't want to waste his last year of college on a dead-end relationship.
He smeared the lotion on her back and rubbed it half-heartedly into her skin.
"Come on, put a little muscle in it," Patchouli said. He pushed up his sunglasses and grabbed a beer from one of the coolers. His skin was tan and smooth under a tie-dyed tank top. He helped Ann tether the inner tubes together between gulps of beer.
Damn. It was hard not to look at Ann bent over the tubes in her bright orange bikini. Jay felt his heart pump an extra liter of blood each time he glanced her way.
Kelly jabbed him in the ribs. "Stop drooling."
Patchouli, you lucky bastard, he thought. Kelly was good looking, too, but it wasn't all about the looks.
Patchouli held up an inflated pink flamingo about the size of a terrier. "What's with the kid's toy?"
"That's Ju-Ju," Kelly said. "My good luck charm."
"What's it do? Ward off the spirits of good taste?" Patchouli looped the remaining rope around the flamingo's leg and dropped it in the water where it floated on its side behind the makeshift raft.
They loaded the two extra tubes with the cooler, towels, sunscreen, and Patchouli's boom box.
"Make sure the box doesn't get wet," Patchouli said.
Ann blew him a kiss. "You can get my box wet anytime."
Patchouli bowed to the others. "You heard it here first, ladies and gentlemen. I've got dibs on Ann's wet box."
Jay barely heard them. Why did I agree to this? Why is it so hard to tell her no?
"Hey. Earth to Jay." Patchouli cracked open a beer and handed it to him. "What's up, bud?"
Jay took the beer. "I don't know. This place gives me the creeps."
"I think it's the coolest," Ann said. "Now how about we get our asses in the water?"
They drifted with the current, the water murky with sand and grit. But it felt cool and good on their butts and on their dangling feet and hands, while the rest of their bodies soaked up the sun.
They had followed the progress of the fire on the news for weeks as it cut a huge swath through the Calistoga forest. Bright orange flames consumed hundred-year-old trees in a matter of seconds, jumping from canopy to canopy spurred on by hot winds. Smoke jumpers were called in, the National Guard flew helicopters over the inferno, dumping loads of fire retardant. Fire ditches were dug.
At least a dozen vacation homes were destroyed and one small town had to be evacuated when the flames got too close. But before the fire reached the town, the winds changed direction, there were a few much needed rain showers, and eventually the fire wore itself out. What remained was one hell of a lot of ash, large splotches of it still seething.
Patchouli clapped Jay on the shoulder. "Nature's way of cleaning up the forest. All that deadfall was like kindling."
"Okay, nature boy." Jay turned over on his tube. "Ya goddamn hippie."
They all laughed.
Eventually they closed their eyes to the world and let themselves be pulled gently along by the river. Patchouli even turned off his boom box.
Okay, fuck, Jay thought. What am I gonna do? One year left of college. Then it's off to the real world.
Hah, the real world. Doesn't seem so real now. Who says I have to get a job right away? Why not take a year or two off? Hitchhike across the US. Backpack across Europe. Things Kelly would never understand.
Kelly.
Shit.
"Earth to Jay." Patchouli again. He handed Jay another beer.
Jay cracked it open and glanced at Kelly, her eyes hidden behind sunglasses, a smile on her face.
Patchouli gave him a wink and turned his face back to the sky. Silence felt right out here. When they spoke, it was like breaking the silence of an empty church.
Kelly sat up, her skin squeaking on the tube's rubber. She pushed her sunglasses onto her forehead and squinted at the forest. "What was that?"
"What?" Jay followed her gaze.
"I thought I saw someone."
"So?"
"I mean it looked like somebody - all covered in soot or something."
Jay lifted his ass out of the water and scanned the decimated trees. "I don't see anyone."
Kelly looked up and down the shoreline. "Huh."
"Just a shadow," Jay said.
Kelly's sunglasses dropped back on her nose and she settled into her tube again. It was hard to tell behind the dark gray lenses what she was thinking.
The sun inched its way up into the sky. It was hot for early September, but there was hardly anyone else out here. In July and August - at least before the fire blew through - the river was packed with tubers. College kids, high-schoolers, parents with children, oldsters - anyone and everyone took advantage of the chance to float leisurely down the cool, clean river on a hot, sunny day. But now it was deserted. The only sound was that of water swirling over the rocks and roots protruding from the muddy banks. It was as if they floated in a bell jar.
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