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PRAISE FOR ALETHEIA

“Family and small town desires and secrets simmer in J. S. Breukelaar’s melancholy and affecting mix of literary, noir, and horror by the lake. Aletheia is a compelling 21st century ghost story. Don’t lose your Gila monster!”

—Paul Tremblay, author of A Head Full of Ghosts and Disappearance at Devil’s Rock.

“Sometimes the monster lurks within us, and sometimes it prowls the world we inhabit, made flesh. Both reside in this unsettling, moving, and haunting story about family, loss, and the dark shadows that loom at the edge of our perception.”

—Richard Thomas, author of Breaker and Tribulations

“In Aletheia by J.S. Breukelaar the prodigal children of a strange lake come home, their return dredging up old enmities and reopening barely healed wounds. Breukelaar’s prose is as warm as blood and sharp as a scalpel, and even the smallest moment is made miraculous. By turns unsettling, terrifying, and uplifting, Aletheia is a stunning examination of the intersections between memory, love, life and death.”

—Angela Slatter, World Fantasy Award-winning author of The Bitterwood Bible and Other Recountings

“J.S. Breukelaar’s Aletheia is simply a masterpiece. Drawing on elements as different as folk-horror, mythology and symbolism, JS Breukelaar weaves a terrifying, yet beautiful psychological and metaphysical patchwork that reads like a dream. J.S. Breukelaar is definitely the next huge name in horror fiction, right along King, Koontz and Straub. Mark my words.”

—Seb Doubinsky, author of The Song of Synth and White City


For Michael


BEFORE

Nose Island was a glacial booger sneezed up by Funes Lake, five miles to the north of town. Most people you asked swore that it had always been there—first an Iroquois graveyard, then a potters’ field, leprosarium, orphanage, or toxic dumping ground during the Eerie heyday—but how and when it came into the Zabriskie family no one exactly knew. Some said a poker game gone sour, others said a favor owed or interest paid on some unimaginable debt—there was even talk of a curse. Over time, subsidence and falling water levels created treacherous structural currents around most of its perimeter—the lake-effect weather that was a feature of the area, along with various other environmental anomalies meant the island itself was mostly invisible and all but inaccessible. Being private property, of course, no one had set foot on it for decades.

Or if they had, they couldn’t remember.


PART I


1. ARRIVAL

When old man Zabriskie got sick and privately offered his manor house, including its very own island, to the first man who would shoot him in the head, it was Frankie Harpur who stepped up to the plate. Frankie Harpur—shell-shocked war veteran one minute, Lord of the Manor the next.

It would be five years before Thettie Harpur would hear about Frankie’s change of fortune. They’d moved away by then, of course, and how she heard about cousin Frankie was through a one-eyed girl called Bryce, whose inflatable took a bullet a mile upriver, and who Doc found drifting face-up in the current, her good eye open and blinking. Back at The Landing, an abandoned hamlet along the Susquehanna, where they’d been in exile for almost a decade, Doc told Thettie that there was something familiar about the girl. As far as Thettie could see, she was just some no-account water-rat, but Doc was right, as usual. It turned out the foundling knew Frankie, or said she did, and had even claimed to have been to the island—so Doc decided to keep her. By then, the Harpur boys were falling all over her, but it was Archy who won her in the end, fair and square—even if his brother, Grif chose not to see it that way.

‘We ain’t taking her back with us,’ Grif said. ‘What kind of a name for a girl is Bryce, anyway?’

‘Bryce with a ‘y,’’ said Archy.

‘I don’t give a god damn what it’s with. You don’t know where she’s been.’

‘She’s from Little Ridge, same as us.’

‘How comes we never seen her before when we was there?’ Grif bit down on his cigar and spat out the tip in the direction of where Bryce was sitting alone on the dock fixing her lines. Nothing but a dark blur against the white Pennsylvania sky.

‘She’s younger than us,’ Archy said.

‘Too young.’

Maybe it was that. Or maybe it was her narrow waist and uncomely boy-hair, not to mention the fact of the missing eye. Or maybe it was that Bryce-with-a-‘y’ did have news of Frankie and some new mix he was cooking up alone on Nose Island—a rock whose very existence had been in contention for as long as Thettie remembered. Maybe it was her uncanny knowledge of all the hidden currents and inlets that would get them there—but whatever it was, Thettie, like Grif hated the girl on sight.

‘She’s been there her own self,’ Doc claimed. He described to Thettie what the girl had told him about the deep narrow harbor that spilled out beneath a high nostril-shaped outcrop, and Frankie’s new lab supposedly in one of the old engineer huts.

So, after ten years away from Little Ridge, they were going back, and if Thettie had her doubts as to where or what ‘back’ was, she kept them to herself.

‘Let bygones be bygones,’ Doc said. ‘Forgive and forget.’

‘Harpurs don’t do either,’ Grif said, under his breath. ‘And if he was one of us, he’d know that.’

***

It was first light when they finally pulled up to the shores of Little Ridge—their return in the same formation in which they’d fled: Doc, on point on the deck of his Craigslist cruising yacht—the one difference being the two parole absconders he recruited learning about the Yankee security system Frankie had rigged up—Grif close behind on his beloved Lund, and Thettie with Archy and the water rat on the old Black Crown that had been in the family for years. The rest of the clan—aunts and cousins and boyfriends—taking up the rear. Everyone’s stomachs were so full of lakers and muskies, all they could talk about was pizza and burgers and fries and Taco Hell. And how, given half a chance, they could murder an Oreos McFlurry—kill it twice.

The stars had begun to fade over the expanse of lake and Archy and Grif were already toe-to-toe in the shallows. Thettie leaned against the rail of the Black Crown, worn out from her boys’ non-stop yammering and bickering all the way up the river and across the state line and then some. Their ongoing feud a dream-like voice-over to the three hundred miles of rush-lined streams and riverside shanty towns, jostling tapas bars, office parks, summer-camp sites, gleaming Mormon tabernacles, families fishing off retaining walls, and fake antique water pumps.

Despite her exhaustion, Thettie’s heart was flopping like a fish. She didn’t know what to expect after being away from Little Ridge for so long, but she didn’t expect to feel like this—a stranger. She couldn’t look at what was left of their settlement at the edge of town, nor at the genteel Village roofs still shrouded in night. Instead she concentrated on trying to spot the island in the mist, wondering if in fact the girl was right and Frankie was still there. Because it wasn’t just the leaving. And it wasn’t just Frankie left behind to die. It was the never coming back.

‘Fucktard say what?’ Archy gave Grif a shove.

‘She’s not staying.’ Grif shoved back.

Frankie would say, ‘never say never.’ Grif lost his footing on the lake stones, his nose bleeding onto his soggy cigar. He asked again, ‘What kind of name for a girl is Bryce, anyways?’

‘The name of my girl, not yours, is what it is.’

‘It’s a boy’s name, fucktard.’

‘Not with a ‘y’.’

Archy, Thettie’s real son, was the quicker of the two but the giant, motherless Grif packed a harder punch. Archy, winded, lost his grip and Grif jabbed the space between them with his damp cigar. ‘Which you had to spell out for her. FYI, most folks don’t need someone else to tell them how to spell their own fucking name, fucktard.’

Frankie would say that she and her boys were a three-headed monster, like Cerberus, hound of hell. The hair on Thettie’s neck prickled. She peered into the mist for the island. Frankie?

The fog brought a cold that burned breathing in. The familiar reek of rotting lake weed and bracing pine made her know she was home. Thettie coughed and lit a cigarette to cover the smell she’d been dying to return to for almost ten years. She was a girl then. Inhale. What was she now?

Archy’s hood fell off his pretty eyes and he lunged. Grif swung, and took his brother in a bear hug, and they continued their tussle beneath the grunting stars. Mist aureoled their long Harpur hair, and water streamed down their filthy thermals. Thettie climbed up from the rocking trawler onto the jetty. To her thinking, the truth was a devil in lacy disguise. Doc may or may not have had a piece of the water rat between pulling her from the creek, giving her CPR, and towing her back to the Landing—but the fact remained that none of them really knew where the girl had been.

Archy was going to have to get rid of her.

‘Get rid of her.’ Grif burbled and jerked his hips from beneath the slops, his ability to read Thettie’s mind acquired after following her around from the age of ten, like on an invisible leash. ‘She’s not one of . . . ’

‘We need her,’ Archy’s rings gleamed dully in the early light. ‘Doc said she knows where Frankie is. She knows how to get to the island.’

Grif, splashing to the surface, spoke the words Thettie didn’t dare to say. ‘No one knows how to get to the island.’

Archy’s eyes glowed like planets, the pupils submerged in glittering spheres of blue.

‘Bryce says he’s there, asshole. Frankie’s there now!’

‘Yeah but how . . . ’ Grif’s question drowned in gurgles while Archy held him down in order to silence a possibility not worth thinking on. The bigger man’s arm punching through the surface of the water, tattoos on his giant knuckles running like stains.

Thettie looked across the ruffled lake, but Nose Island—part of some founding father’s estate, which according to Bryce, Doc said, belonged to Frankie now—was wrapped in time and Frankie with it. Doc’s squeaky brogue was suddenly and without warning behind her like an ambush, his rubber-soled combat boots having a lot to answer for.

‘I’ll send someone to see to renting us some cabins, girl. You go on into town to get us supplies.’

She nodded and took a step toward the shore, but his hand clamped over her wrist in a guerilla grip. With a sideways nod, he sent the two parolees at his flank to break up the tussle in the slops since joined by any number of Harpur sons, nephews, and brothers. The boats had churned the water into yellow curds, the mist alive with the eerily familiar click of invisible Bics and Zippos. The last of the light from Orion’s belt caught in the pink-tinged droplets that fanned off the swinging ropes of Archy’s pretty hair. Dawn was slow to come over the eastern ridge.

‘Not what I expected,’ Thettie said. ‘So quiet.’

‘Well, it’s a tad early for a welcoming committee and all,’ the words spat out of the good half of Doc’s mouth. He drew her toward him, the stump of his trigger finger brushing against the inside of her wrist. The unforgiving sting of the hemlocks on the back of her throat made it hurt to swallow.

‘There’ll be one soon enough,’ Thettie stiffened in his embrace.

‘Home, girl. Feel good?’

‘Feels cold,’ she said, wriggling free. ‘Barely October. I better see to breakfast. Stores will be opening soon.’

Lights had begun to wink on along the shore. Thettie dropped down off the jetty and winced at how her wet sneakers chafed at the hollow of her ankles, the sound of her footfall on the stones like a fingernail raked across a blackboard. Her knees buckled but did not give way and she felt the urge to pee but did not let go. Instead she stood up straighter, tried to pull everything back into herself, everything lost somewhere between here and the Landing and back again. Behind her she heard Archy and Grif submitting to Doc’s toughs and dropping their squabble to follow her. It was with an effort that she kept her spine rigid and her back to them, signaling by the length of her stride that this was not about them. Not this time.

Her vision was jumpy from lack of sleep and there were dark flakes like ash at the edge of her eye. She shivered in Archy’s cast-off sweater. Between the lake shore and the woods was a row of new solar-paneled log cabins behind which ran a scraggly line of budget-priced trailers for retirees and fishermen, invalids and itinerants who came back year after year or who never left. A face jumped into the window frame of a listing double-wide trailer and Thettie’s flesh rippled. A scarf or veil obscured the face as it followed Thettie’s progress, and she heard the strumming of a distorted guitar. She knew those chords! Thettie jerked away fast and just as quickly looked back—she didn’t want to—but the face was gone and the music, too.

Word of the Harpurs’ return had started to spread and a small posse of locals and lawmen began to gather in the parking lot. She felt their eyes on her. Thettie fluffed out her hair and unbuttoned the top button of her sweater. The ridge behind the Village blocked the rising sun and blurred the outlines of the waking world. Headlights floated slowly down Main Street like eyes without a face. New smells drifted in the air. The unfamiliar grind of an espresso machine from where the drug store used to be, rosemary in the fresh-baked bread from a new bakery at the end of the block.

‘I’ll be damned.’

Ten years since they’d left Little Ridge, and it had transformed from a forgotten lake town into something from the future.

Her body remembered, before her mind could argue, to avoid a wedge-shaped crack that had been in the sidewalk, but was no longer there. When she stepped over where she was sure the gap had been, fine lines began to web the new mica. She froze. At her feet, small fissures widened as she watched, like something trying to push up from below the surface, like something come up to meet her. At this spot—she was sure this was the spot—had been a deep vertical slit that Cassie and Frankie always said it looked like a giant mouth—it was just here, she was sure of it. It had cut all the way down to the soil and was tufted with weeds and crowded with chunks of asphalt like broken teeth—and it always tripped one of them up, either by accident or on purpose. Could turn a spectacular wheelie into a dramatic lose, cross-bar slammed into pubic bone, that old cement mouth with its broken teeth laughing at their pain. Thettie held her breath, like she was on thin ice instead of six inches of brand new asphalt. Don’t make any sudden moves, she told herself. Only when she no longer could feel or see the cracks in the sidewalk getting any bigger, and was washed in sweat, did she carefully step away.

Yes, her boys were right not to follow. This time it was all about her.

She passed the old post office and the newspaper rooms where they’d once printed The Dawn. Instead it was now a gift store and gallery filled with paintings of the lake.

Art in Little Ridge—for real? She walked on toward the Inn, trying to slow her drumming heart. A once shabby throwback to the Fargo days, the Village Inn had grown too expensive to run and was beyond the means of Sullivan college, who owned the property, to repair. Thettie had been inside its dim, musty interior only once before they shut it down. It stood before her now, immaculately repainted like a Disney castle. White columned balconies, green shutters on all four stories. Lilies and delphiniums grew in planters on either side of a limp flag. A doorman discretely sipped coffee from an Eco cup and Thettie’s mouth could taste the fresh-ground smell.

Granted, the smell of the lake was still as oppressive as a wet sock. She wiped a drip from her nose with her sleeve. The lake would always be there. She could see it behind the rolling lawns of the Inn, stretched out beneath the mist like a sheet of burnt tinfoil. The college bell tower pealed the dark hour. 7:30 am.

To either side of Main Street, grandly restored Georgians and Revolution-era manors faked sleep while watching her approach through beveled windows closed to any notion of second chances beyond their own. So that it was Thettie who felt herself disgracefully aged, though she was only forty-two (give or take) whatever her pale reflection in the window of the Little Ridge Market said to the contrary.

Thettie hadn’t really expected the store to be open yet. That was just a ruse to get free of Doc, put herself right in the head before she set the clan to order. She remembered it as an IGA—an understocked, overpriced country store keeping random hours. But even as she approached the new beveled glass corner shopfront and got her hand to the door—repainted in a shade of green that looked more authentic than Little Ridge ever was—it opened. Out spilled a slender man, grocery bag in one hand and texting with the other. The phone, his groceries, and her purse hit the sidewalk at the same time. Her crushed cigarettes, coupons, tampons and make-up among trays of rose-red hamburger meat as far as she could see, glowing against the sidewalk like it had just been butchered.

‘Bait or barbecue?’ she said, letting the man apologize and hand her up her things. Cassie would say to let men think that you like them on their knees, even if this one looked a little young. Thettie wondered what anyone could possibly want with so much hamburger meat. Best to stay away—it was Frankie who taught her that. Townies aren’t like us, he said. Who knew what they wanted, or why?

‘Neither,’ the man said, getting to his feet and passing across her purse. ‘The hamburger is for Vernon.’

He had paint on his fingers, which brushed hers and a smile that looked older than the rest of him. Buying hamburger meat for his kid? She scanned for a wedding ring.

‘How old’s Vernon?’

‘Almost thirty.’

Her eyes lifted to his, indistinct behind the smeared glasses. No, not too young at all probably, and not a townie, definitely. Not the usual condescending townie smirk. Nor a farm boy either. Man was far from home. She tore her eyes away from his. Paint on his sweats, too. ‘Your roommate?’

‘I guess,’ he pushed up his glasses, tentatively stepping back over a tray of meat without dropping his gaze. ‘In the wild, of course, he’d be lucky to make it to twenty.’ The man seemed to be playing a game he knew too well and had grown weary of. A desert drawl to his vowels.

‘What is it, for Christ’s sake? A bobcat? A badger? My cousin Frankie had a raccoon called Rocky who used to try and hump the cat . . . ’ Thettie fumbled in her purse for a smoke.

‘Vernon’s a Gila Monster.’

Thettie brought the Parliament to her lips with a shaking hand, and his eyes followed her every move. ‘A heelah-what?’ Except she knew.

‘It’s a lizard,’ the man said. ‘A big one.’

This she knew also.

‘Don’t they eat mice and such?’ she said, trying to ignore the cold thrill of terror at the mention of the word, lizard. Her knees wobbled a little, steadied a little by those far-from-home eyes.

‘My vermin guy has gone into rehab.’

He smiled a little crookedly at her, like the game was up and he was the reluctant winner.

‘I thought they ate like twice a year.’ Inhale

‘So, this is one of those times.’

‘Hamburger meat doesn’t sound right.’ Pockets of bright blood had begun to pool at the edges of the Styrofoam trays scattered on the pavement. ‘But that’s just me.’

‘He’s not really going for it, actually.’

‘Try pizza.’ Exhale. ‘It’s a cure-all according to my cousin Frankie.’

‘The raccoon guy,’ he nodded. ‘Thanks. I’ll give it a try.’

They looked awkwardly down at the flung packs of hamburger swimming in the bright blood.

‘How big is it?’ she said.

He blinked at her.

‘Your lizard. How big?’

He flushed a little like he’d see the way she looked at him and raise it. ‘Big enough.’

She went all in. ‘Big or small. They make me sick, literally. Hives and shortness of breath. My one fear.’

‘You’re lucky,’ he said. ‘Having only one.’

Yells and crashes drifted up from the shore. It’d be all over town by lunch time. How those hick Harpurs had pulled back into town in their shitty boats, and how the boys were at each other’s throats over pussy before they’d even tied up.

‘We’re back,’ she said, blowing smoke. ‘Lock up your daughters.’

‘A little late for that, isn’t it?’ The man didn’t back out of the smoke but he wasn’t smiling any more either. ‘Your homes are all gone.’

He didn’t need to tell her. From the little news that made its way down to them at the Landing before Bryce showed up, she knew that Parks and Recreation had come in soon after they left ten years ago. Pulled all their float homes and grandfathered shitholes off the banks of the creek and smacked an Eminent Domain claim on the land to prevent this very occurrence—the Harpurs coming back with their hard-ons and chain-swinging vengeance.

‘Except here we are,’ she said, and the place looked like a theme park with its fake façades and false scents. So maybe the lizard guy was right. And maybe not. ‘It’s never too late.’

She ground the cigarette into the shiny new mica and pushed past him into the store.

***

Things were quiet but tense back at the camp ground when Thettie returned. The sun had pulled itself up over the low eastern ridge and blinked damply down at the lake shorn of its veil and dead as an old nickel. The rental office remained closed but some of the Harpur women had fired up the barbecue for the children. The reek of weed and coffee drifted from the boats. The posse at the camping grounds had grown and the sheriff’s truck was now among the parked trucks and cars. Doc would have had words with him, words that Thettie could only guess at. Maybe the lizard man was right after all. Maybe it was too late for the Harpurs. Maybe their time had passed.

But what choice did they have? It wasn’t just because they burned bridges the way some folks burnt coffee—though there was that. It was that during those terrible years of exile down at the Landing, she would wake up in a frigid sweat, the guilt of what she’d done sitting so heavy on her chest she couldn’t breathe. The weight of knowing that to keep her boys safe, she’d left as much of herself behind as she’d taken. Maybe more.

Even before they left Little Ridge, Frankie had warned that their sell-by date was passed. ‘ ‘Send not to know for whom the bell tolls,’’ he’d say at the pealing of the college bells. ‘‘It tolls for thee.’’ There had to be room made for old clans like theirs in this new America, Frankie had said, unless your idea of a new America was an underground bunker somewhere in Georgia. ‘Folks of Little Ridge need us. We’re all that stand between them and nothing.’ Thettie wasn’t paying Frankie’s hand-wringing much mind by that time, though. She had her own problems to deal with, namely survival. But what she never bargained on was that a price of that survival was having to leave her own blood behind. And had she really survived—entire?

Bells pealed the hour but they didn’t sound the same. Would Frankie know her now? Would he say her name?

Archy was sitting on the deck of the trawler with his head in his hands. Heavy ink glistened on one arm—a floppy eared rabbit, a needle toothed Buddha, a twinned tree. His fingers bristled with silver rings. She touched a band on his thumb, a gift from Grif, battered from all the times Archy had cut it off and soldered it back together again.

‘Me and Bryce might break up,’ he said.

‘Maybe for the best,’ said Thettie. ‘What happens down river stays on the river. When I was a girl, we’d all load up into Frankie’s Zodiac and head downstream to Buckport and hang out at this pizza place there near a chop-shop. There was this one mechanic, jeans so tight—’

‘Shut up, ma.’ Archy’s dark blue eyes were thunderheads. ‘If it wasn’t for Bryce, none of us would of known about Frankie. Show some respect.’

‘Hush,’ Thettie nudged him with a paper cup of coffee. The steam rose in the unseasonable October chill, and his eyes—when he lifted them—were her eyes. Blue as steel and just as indestructible. A shiner beginning to bloom.

‘Grif went too far. I swear. I was like, now’s my chance. Just drown him. Bam.’

‘He’s your brother. Once you’ve lost that, you’ve lost everything.’ Like I lost Frankie, she thought.

‘He’s not my brother. He’s my cousin.’

‘Same as Frankie is to me,’ she said. ‘Blood’s all that matters.’

Archy had her serious mouth and thick wheaten hair, although his was tobacco-colored with streaks of rust. His jeans were still soaked, and he was trying not to shiver. His huge hand unfurled and she rummaged for her smokes.

‘He’s just watching your back,’ she tried. ‘You’ll be good again tomorrow. What kind of a name is Bryce for a girl, anyways?’

‘Shut up momma, okay? Just shut up.’

She watched him light up, the cigarette cupped in both big hands. He passed back the pack, smoke curling from his lips and around his delicate moustache and fine nose.

‘What do you want me to do?’ she said.

‘What makes you think I want you to do anything?’

But he got up wearily and, careful not to spill the coffee, held the little cabin door open for her. Thettie stepped in and down, pausing to cast an eye out first to the rubberneckers on the shore and then to her own clan. Electron-eyed nieces and cousins in their cut-offs. Bored and mutinous on the jetty where they hung about in twos or threes. Aunties in lawn chairs on the rocking decks, dreaming their OxyContin dreams. Grif’s voice wafted across, organizing a party to reel in some lakers for lunch, which was a good thing, she thought stepping down into darkness, because the Village Market had been clean out of hamburger.


2.VERNON

Vernon sat in his tank, motionless as an idol.

Lee wiped off the last of his brushes with a rag, tossed them on the table, and walked across the studio to the bar fridge. He leant in and took a piece of cold pizza out of its box and closed the fridge. He chewed carefully, not taking his eyes off the Gila, who fixedly ignored the mouse-shaped hamburger patty Lee had placed there earlier. Vernon’s black-banded hide looked to Lee more apricot than pink today, and hung loosely from his frame. A single faraway light glimmered in his black eye.

It was true what Lee had told the Harpur woman outside the store. September wasn’t a good month for Vernon, but this year it had been worse, and Lee would have liked to have taken Vernon home to die. He chewed the pizza and tried to figure out why he told her about Vernon. He recalled the white space between her unzipped collar, luminous in the first light and sprinkled with freckles like stars.

‘Hang in there,’ Lee told Vernon through a mouthful of pepperoni. ‘Next year, I promise.’

An Ilium dealer planned a big show around Christmas, featuring Lee and some other local artists. He hated that term, ‘local artists.’ It brought up images of easels in man-caves and soccer moms with stretcher-bars. Lee bit into an olive. Buyers and bloggers had been invited from Buffalo, Jersey and New York. Lee was headlining. He’d already been promised a spot for his lakescape on the front page of the brochure. But the way the Harpur woman’s eyes hardened when Lee said it may be too late for them, made him wonder how much longer he too could rely on the lake alone for his drama—plumbing it year after year for its secrets and its lies.

He just had to finish the painting. It was of the lake after a summer storm. Lightning scrim-lined the horizon. To the right, knuckled at the edge of the frame, was Nose Island. Or islands, if you counted the secondary hunk of rock, which was all but subsided, like the fist of a drowning man.

Vernon’s tongue-tip flicked out, and the blue light in his eye, the one on Lee’s slice of pizza, pulsed for an instant and then dimmed. The blue was paler than the Harpur woman’s and Lee felt a flush of heat across his chest, thinking about her.

All he needed was a couple of good sales and he could afford to get his old station wagon fixed for the trip back to ABQ, or that was his excuse this year. He and Vernon could be there in the spring, when the flowers of the mesquite would be fat, yellow allergy bombs—a childhood affliction left behind with numberless others.

‘So. You’ll be fine,’ he said aloud, getting a phantom whiff of hard liquor. ‘What’s that smell?’ He’d dreamt last night about drinking—he hadn’t had that dream for months now, maybe longer, the one where he was so drunk that he couldn’t find his hotel room and kept knocking on the one next door, demanding that they let him in. It was always the same dream. But Lee had been sober for five years, so Vernon just turned his huge head away and the temperature in the studio dropped a notch.

Lee had converted it from a decrepit greenhouse built by the previous owner. Lee’s actual house sat fifty yards up the hill, but neither he nor Vernon went in it much anymore. The studio had everything they needed. A couch for sleeping, a coffee pot and a fireplace—and Vernon liked the light.

When Lee had chewed down all of the cold pizza but for the crust, he tossed it into the tank.

‘There you go, kid. I hear it’s a cure-all.’

He wiped his hands on the paint-spattered sweats he cringed at seeing reflected in the eyes of the Harpur woman, whose jeans were clean and whose hair smelled like apples beneath the cloud of tobacco smoke she blew at him. He’d bumped into her at the exact moment his phone signaled an incoming text which had simply said, ‘They’re BACK!’ and when he looked up, there she was. Staring down at his spilled meat with eyes like the lake. Cold and blue and almost indestructible.

Back in his studio, Lee found himself unable to put that blue, an unnerving shade he’d never seen in a paint tube or in nature, out of his mind.

***

Lee pulled his sweats off and rummaged around on the couch for a pair of jeans and a leather belt his wife had bought him from Seneca Village outside of Henksville. The text that came in when Lee collided with the Harpur woman was from Sam Habib, Lee’s one-time PhD supervisor. Lee had followed Habib east from New Mexico to take up a post-doc and assist in the new memory lab to be set up at Sullivan College, a declining liberal arts institution in the remote town of Little Ridge.

Most of what Lee knew of the Harpurs was from Habib, and the rest he’d filled in from the internet. The Harpur people claimed to be descended from a lawless union between the Revolutionary soldiers and the Iroquois who fought against them. Despised by both sides and deprived, for their sins, of the spoils of war, the clan flourished like disenfranchised rural groups everywhere, at the edge of things. Fishing and hunting sustained them—along with their famous yams and moonshine—plus various potions and cures and selling all of the above at Farmers Markets and more recently online. One of Lee’s art students swore that Sarey Harpur’s Shine Youth Serum was, hand to heart, a miracle.

So why had they come back?

The Harpur woman outside the store seemed unsure. She wasn’t young but she wasn’t old either and she had good hands. Her mouth was grave behind the flirty mask. Her hands trembled a little around the cigarette, but it wasn’t age and Lee didn’t think it was drugs—her fingers were strong but slender—no ring as far as he could tell—the fingernails unvarnished and gently curved. She had looked at Lee as if there was in him something still possible.

The clan had made a killing during the Prohibition years but slid downhill after that. Got into spare parts for bikes and boats—more junkmen than mechanics—mixing meth in decrepit cattle sheds and running mash through car radiators. Over the years their numbers diminished and dispersed, until their crappy little operation went down in a raid, and the whole family—what was left of it—just up and disappeared. But as Habib liked to quip, it’s not the trip, it’s what you do with it, that counts. And what the clan did was to head across state lines, leaving a war veteran called Francis George Washington Harper to take the fall. After his release from jail, Frankie’s rage became a part of the scenery of the Village, the broken eccentric’s vendetta against the family who betrayed him, gibbered all up and down Main Street to anyone who’d listen and especially to those who wouldn’t.

Lee poured coffee from the paint-smeared pot, more to buy some time than because he needed more caffeine. He took it outside and drank it standing on the threshold of the studio, looking across the lake. The land sloped steeply down to the rocky beach, past an ancient maple where a frayed rope swing hung from black branches, the wooden seat above the fist-sized knot splintered and warped. A memory of summer remained in the stillness of the foliage and a whisper of goldenrod exhaled from the shore, calling to him.

You could still find an ossified peach or plum stone between the roots of the indigenous orchard that stood between his and the neighboring property—a twenty-six room sprawl which had belonged to Eli Zabriskie. Habib had explained to Lee how the Zabriskies had been canal industrialists with mills on every shore, now converted into tourist sites or ruinous squats for itinerants and runaways. Zabriskie himself made a fortune in ladies’ underwear, but his pet project, a maternity bra with a cooling component in the cup, almost bankrupted his father’s firm. Geese honked overhead in flight. What was it the woman had said when she’d stormed past?

It’s never too late.

Lee took his jacket from the hook just inside the door and headed down to the lake.

His upturned canoe was tied to a tree beside a weathered picnic table that looked to be growing out of the rocky shore. The water undulated to the horizon line. To the north lay a low headland, and most people in Little Ridge could point to that vaporous irregularity just on the other side of that. To where Frankie Harpur cut out in Zabriskie’s Zodiac Avenger from his hellfire days, and from where he’d never come back.

Until today, the island was Lee’s obsession, an obsession that had nothing to do with Frankie. But today its indistinct lines were overlaid by the Harper woman’s face, her wounded eyes and grave mouth. Lee put his empty cup on the picnic table and turned south toward the Village dock. If you knew what you were doing, you could make it the mile and half from Lee’s beach to the town without getting your feet wet. Lee knew what he was doing.

He crunched around shallow pools filled with brackish water, passed head-high stands of rushes and stooped under leafless branches. In a few months, the entire shore—pools, stones, branches, reeds—would be covered with a layer of glittering ice and the ceaseless drip of winter.

He got to the Village dock, skirted its pylons and kept going south until he got to a smaller jetty eaten away by rot and poking out into the lake like an accusing finger. He stepped upon it and the lake sighed and sucked at his feet. A crowd of locals including the sheriff and his deputy, had gathered in the campground parking lot. Harpurs in hoodies and hunting jackets milled outside the rental office. Girls in short denim skirts lugged Disney suitcases into the budget trailers behind the new cabins on the shore. Looming above the bobbing Jet Skis and all the sad and shabby cruisers and speedboats and pontoons, Lee noticed a larger old-model Sundeck yacht, thorny with fishing poles and towing a small barge laden with bikes, batteries, tires, engine blocks, oil drums, and coiled rope. As he got closer he registered the surveillance cameras on deck and inhaled the burn of weed. A fat man waddled around the corner of the helm. He was huge, wearing a filthy wife-beater under an open shirt, with short curly hair and a bushy beard. His neck ended in a fold of fat around his ears, and was ringed in a ragged razor-wire tattoo. There was something about the tattoo, a savagery that Lee couldn’t place. The fat man swung an unzipped Steelers’ sports bag over one shoulder and Lee glimpsed a pistol shoved into his waistband.

Lee’s glasses were splattered with lake water. He took them off and cleaned them with the greasy corner of his painting shirt. When he put them back on, the huge man with the gun was blurred and distorted. Lee felt a shiver up his spine. As his glasses cleared, he saw that the fat man’s prison tattoo covered but could not conceal a ridged necklace of scar tissue that circled his entire neck.

Lee turned back to the campground. There looked to be a small and noisy party at the picnic area, and the musk of grilled fish dipped in cornmeal made Lee remember that he’d had nothing to eat except a half a slice of cold pizza. He scanned the camp grounds for the Harpur woman, feeling guilty as a teenager. There was a lone figure moving near the new-growth tree line by the parking lot—its gender cloaked in a puffy parka and a hat of some kind, a beanie maybe. Lee squinted through smeared glasses. The figure stopped moving but looked to be shrinking before his eyes, decreasing in both height and girth, as slender as the black saplings that sprung around it like a cage. Lee blinked, eyes fried from fixative, oils, and charcoal dust. At the sound of a human sigh behind him, he spun and almost slipped off the jetty, but there was no one there. When he looked back to the trees, the figure was gone.

A battered Lund roared in from the lake and spilled out a party of half-drunk men in hoodies and Goodwill Levis, wielding fishing rods and sloshing plastic pails. Lee stepped to the edge of the jetty, but if they saw him, they ignored him like he wasn’t there.

A lone hooded man remained near the speedboat, casting a line and judging by the plume of ragged smoke around his head, enjoying a quiet cigar. Before he could think better of it, Lee began to walk slowly along the slats. He turned back only once, and the shore seemed further away than it should be, and some dark thing surfaced in the sucking water beneath the weathered boards, and slithered along in the shadow of his feet before it dived in and disappeared.

Lee neared the end of the jetty. He saw now that the man wore a leather biker jacket over his hoodie. A totemic cigar smoldered from between tattooed fingers. The halo of smoke hovered around his head like his personal heavy weather.

‘Hey,’ Lee said. When the guy didn’t answer, he said it again.

A tackle box at the man’s feet bristled with stickers and street-wear logos. Crushed cans of Keystone floated in a Styrofoam cooler.

‘Any bites?’

The man finally turned around and pulled the wire from his ear. His black hood cast shadows across a haunted, raw-boned face. His eyes were the same tensile blue as the woman’s at the Market, and Lee’s throat turned dry.

‘Not yet,’ the man said.

He was probably in his late twenties, although his face looked older, and he was a giant, easily six and half feet tall and a yard across the shoulders. His cheeks were bruised and scratched from a recent fight, and a premature frown-line bisected his heavy brow. The sun had passed its zenith. The fishing line was a silver scribble against the blue-black lake.

‘I’m Lee Montour. I live at the other end of town.’

‘Grif Harpur.’

‘Welcome home,’ Lee said.

‘Some welcome,’ Grif Harpur cocked his head at the hostile crowd. ‘And they pulled down all our homes.’ His hands were huge, and baroque letters were inked on his fingers—black on one hand, a dirty red on the other.

‘Maybe they didn’t think you’d come back.’

‘We were here before anyone. There’s even a waterfall named after us.’

‘Harpur Falls dried up,’ Lee said gently. ‘I think you’ll find it’s just a trickle now.’

‘Still there on the map, last time I checked,’ and Grif’s voice was anything but gentle.

The lake hissed at the boards beneath Lee’s feet. The ridged leather padding on the shoulders of the man’s biker jacket jutted wide as the pauldrons of old and just as lethal.

‘Watch your step.’ The cigar-and-whisky growl in the man’s voice sounded less convincing the more he spoke. ‘Water’s deeper than you think.’

‘Well no one knows how deep it actually is,’ Lee began, but Grif had already turned back to his line. ‘The shifting bedrock beneath these glacial lakes makes accurate measurement problematic.’

‘Supposed to be a monster down there,’ Grif said. ‘Beer’s in the cooler.’

Lee reached into the icy slush and tossed a can of Keystone across. Grif caught the can without turning his head. In the uncertain light, Lee made out two of the red tattooed letters on his fingers—F, and A.

‘You ever heard that?’

‘What?’ Lee eyed the beers in the cooler, his pulse racing.

‘Whatever’s down there.’ Grif Harpur brought the can to his mouth and drained half of it. ‘Ma always said it was more afraid of us than we was of it.’

A hawk wheeled high overhead, screaming. Grif rocked back and forth on giant boots. ‘I expect you’ve come looking for her.’

Lee felt his face burn. Grif drained the rest of his beer, crushed the can into a golf ball-sized mass, and dropped it at his feet.

‘Wouldn’t kick her out of bed for eating crackers?’ he said, the bar room growl returning to his voice. ‘I knew you weren’t here to talk about the fish. Sooner or later, there’s always some townie who comes looking for Ma. Sees her at the store or out the window of their car, can’t get her out of their heads. Take a number, Townie.’

The beers swam lasciviously in their icy stew. Lee hadn’t had a drink in half a decade. The echo of the hawk’s scream came back to them in a diminishing falsetto.

‘You’re her son?’

‘She took me in when I was ten. Her biological son’s the one who did this.’ He swiveled and sulkily pulled down his hoodie so Lee could see the fiery bruise on his neck.

Behind him the fishing line jumped and quivered against mountainous rain clouds, like it was searching for something.

‘The place has changed a lot since you left,’ Lee said.

‘No kidding.’

Abruptly, the vapor to the north parted to reveal the nostril-shaped outcrop with its inner grove of bestial nose-hair and the ruin of a lighthouse hugging the rock, once needed to alert traffic to the dangerous rips produced by water sucked into the caves that riddled the rock walls below.

‘I noticed new warning pylons out there,’ Grif said.

‘Sheriff Boyle had them put in after Frankie . . . after your cousin took over the property.’

‘You ever been there?’

‘Close,’ Lee said. ‘You?’

Grif shook his head and pointed with his cigar, its tip glowing against the raspberry sky. ‘You take a big enough vessel around the perimeter, drop an inflatable into the still water just north of the strait, pick up enough speed, I wager that the momentum’d take you in.’

‘You aiming to try it?’

Grif Harpur motioned for another beer, and Lee tossed it to him.

‘Not a drinking man?’

‘Not any more,’ said Lee.

‘Married?’

‘Not anymore.’

‘Girlfriend? Boyfriend?’

‘I have a Gila monster called Vernon, if that counts.’

‘Whatever hones your bone,’ said Grif, laughing, low and melodious, as befitted a big man. ‘Some of us are throwing a coming-home party Sunday night at the tavern out on the Interstate. Ma’ll be there, if Vernon can spare you.’

Lee pointed just as the line went taut. But when Grif reeled it in, the bait was gone and so was his smile, and the laughter that echoed back to them was as cold and empty as his eyes.


3. PRIZE

Chick was hot, chick was smokin’. Her boys could pick them, Thettie had to give him that.

‘She can’t stay, Arch.’

Archy sat across from Thettie at the fold-down table in a corner of the galley. His broad back slumped like a question mark. Tears clung to his dark lashes and his blue-blazes eyes followed the girl from ring burner to sink and back to the slab of melamine he’d fashioned for a counter top. Thettie’s face hurt from lack of sleep and her eyelids felt dry. She tried to ride the gentle movement of the boat, but she was at odds with it. Her legs twitched beneath the table. She tried to focus on the girl who looked to be wearing nothing but one of Archy’s shirts, and her eye patch.

‘Doc wants her to stay,’ Archy said, ‘to get us to the island.’

‘What about Grif?’ Thettie said. ‘He never did give two hoots about what Doc wants, and neither did you.’

‘Grif doesn’t know shit. Should have drowned him when I had a chance.’

Was that what it was, a chance? Half-drowned beneath a wet-cement sky, the whole world narrowed down to two brothers’ hands around each other’s necks—no way of telling where one ended and the other began—what chance was there in that? What choice? But then again, she’d never been very good at picking out the real chances in life, except in hindsight.

‘This is our chance, Arch,’ she said, with an urgency that made him wince. ‘Coming back for Frankie.’

‘If we can find him.’

‘We don’t need her help.’

‘That ain’t your decision to make. He’s my blood, too.’

The girl clattered at the stove in her all-together, acted like she hadn’t heard. Maybe she hadn’t. Archy turned his coffee mug slowly in his huge hand, the silver rings on his fingers eating up all the light.

‘You hurt your back in that scuffle?’ Thettie asked.

‘Some.’

At the edge of her eye, a flash of buttocks from the girl at the stove.

Thettie sighed louder than she needed to. Was that a sign of her getting old? It was true— more invisible you became, the more noise you felt you needed to make. No. She wasn’t that old. Not like Aunt Sarey, whose sighs would scatter the crows.

But Archy was right. It didn’t feel like home anymore, not without Frankie. Maybe that’s why the boys went at it this morning. Maybe they had to. Because here they were, and all that was left of home was this fight, this enmity between them that defined them and held them in a drop of blood, kept flowing with their non-stop fucking and fighting and yammering and low-born brutish smarts. Because if not that, then what else? Where was home if not in the blood they carried in their homeless souls?

‘Place has changed some,’ Thettie said. ‘I’ll admit it.’

‘Easy to see that now after ten years and a state line between leaving and coming back,’ Archy said. ‘Smells the same.’

‘You were twelve.’ Thettie shook out a cigarette.

‘Almost thirteen. And Grif was sixteen.’

The only place left for a person in the end, Frankie had said, was the island. In this whole bullshit lake with its hostile shores and overfished waters and sad addictions, nowhere else to go.

‘You got some of that MiraKil cream for Frankie’s foot?’

Thettie blew a messy stream of smoke to hide the sudden gush of tears. Archy’s hand reached for hers, his tattoos gliding down his forearm in the uncertain light. ‘You did good, Ma. Frankie wouldn’t have wanted it any other way. Would of been the end of the world if you’d stayed. You would have gone down as an accessory, and me and Grif’d be in foster care changing the batteries on some bearded lady’s dildo, instead of taking care of you.’

‘Mine uses a USB so keep your hands off it.’

Ice broken. Archy laughed a little too loud, and Bryce ignored them both. Her skin in the watery light looked translucent. A shudder gripped Thettie then, and left her in a cold sweat. She must have caught something downriver.

‘But Doc? Maybe now’s our chance, Ma. Get Frankie from the island and bail.’

‘Hush,’ said Thettie, sliding her eyes toward the girl.

‘Bryce is okay,’ said Arch. ‘She knows about Doc.’

Thettie recoiled. ‘What does she know? How Frankie let him in, but I was the one who allowed him to take control of our family? How everything’s all my fault?’

‘You did what you had to, Ma.’

A small muscle in the girl’s shoulder-blade bunched as she dipped fish in flour. She kept her back to them. Thettie bit her lip hard enough to draw blood, and leaned toward her son. ‘I didn’t do what I had to. I did what I wanted to. And our story is not yours to tell to all and sundry river-pussy. Hey, you. Bryce with a ‘y’’. Thettie pulled her hand away from her son’s. ‘Where’d you come from anyway? Where are your people? What happened to your eye?’

And just like that, the gulf widened again between her and Archy, with Thettie yelling from one frozen precipice and her son backing away from the other.

A red sunset filtered into the cabin’s high, narrow window and lay on the girl’s faintly bruised flesh like a hand. A real prize this one. What man doesn’t love a bit of damaged goods? Your work half done, you can wear her wounds like your own—better than your own, because a wound from an unknown source would never heal.

And a missing eye would never know what it missed.

‘None of us would be here if it wasn’t for Doc,’ Thettie said evenly as she could. ‘Doc saved us and that’s on me.’

‘It hasn’t been a picnic for you, I get it. So, let’s just move on, Ma. Okay? Get Frankie and get the hell out of here. She can help us if you let her stay.’

‘And what if Grif takes off?’ Thettie said. ‘That’d be on you.’

Archy’s mouth started to quiver and he pressed his hands to his temples. ‘I just want it to stop.’

‘I’ll go,’ Bryce cut in without warning and without bothering to turn around. ‘I was going to tell you after breakfast, Archy. Better that way.’

Archy looked down at his hands and the girl continued, ‘No harm, no foul. I’ll be gone soon as the weather clears.’

The girl turned around with her son’s shirt flashing open over her small high breasts and it occurred to Thettie that Archy seemed a little encumbered with them both there, his momma and his woman—for all intents and purposes—naked at the stove.

‘You got yourself a real prize here.’ Thettie’s face felt hot.

It looked to her as though the girl needed a shave down there and it surprised her somewhat that Archy hadn’t seen to it. Archy was known to be particular about personal hygiene and appearance. He liked his women neat and clean. Thettie, riding the swell of the lake, swallowed a tight lick of revulsion at the sight of that dark stubble around the liver-colored slit. She recalled, without meaning to, how the girl had turned up that day with water streaming down her face, her breasts and her boyish thighs, pooling at her childish feet. No matter that she said she was eighteen—she could have been ten years younger than that the way she carried on, a regular mooncalf. Could barely read and write. None of that mattered. What did, Thettie now saw, was how she’d come to Archy and soothed his rage.

‘Ma,’ Archy’s voice was husky, his eyes wild. ‘She knows the lake. She knows Frankie.’

Thettie shuddered at the thickness that had wrapped itself around her son’s speech but she knew enough to see she had fallen away from this moment. Whatever she’d come to say to her son, or hear, the chance—like numberless others in her life—was lost.

‘Fine. She can stay,’ Thettie said. ‘Help us find our kin, Bryce-with-a-’y’, and you can stay. For now. Get your own trailer, is all. That’s on me.’

Tears clung to Archy’s lashes, and he shook his head, but no words came.

‘Whatever it takes to find Frankie. Alive or dead. Deal?’

But Archy had already turned back to Bryce with a cold and alien thirst. The cabin had filled with the smell of fried fish and coffee and her musk. Archy pupils were like atolls in a sea of blue, and Thettie could hardly stand to witness it. She dropped her cigarette into the girl’s coffee and stood up.

Bryce turned toward the table with a plate of eggs in one hand, coffee pot in the other, her belly curved and her nipples hard.

‘Cunt needs a shave,’ Thettie said, and banged out of the cabin.


4. MEAT

Sunday wasn’t a good day for Lee.

The piece of pizza that Lee had put in Vernon’s tank was gone, unlike the mouse-shaped hamburger patty, which had dried to gray grizzle. A fly buzzed over the tank, trying to get at the meat and Vernon’s obsidian eyes ignored it disconsolately. Lee’s bar fridge was full of packets of hamburger, another half-dozen crammed into the tiny freezer.

‘What am I going to do with all this meat?’ said Lee.

But Vernon didn’t answer.

Lee pulled out his phone, and brought up the number of Sam Habib. Habib might know what ailed Vernon, and in all of Little Ridge, he’d be the only one, beside Lee, who cared. Vernon had gone on hunger strikes before—pining for the buttes, Habib said—although never as dramatic as this one.

But Lee had another reason for wanting to go see Habib today. Since retiring from the lab, the professor had taken an almost obsessive interest in local affairs—everything from youth soccer to house hauntings to genetically modified alfalfa strains to Haudenosaunee history—it all fascinated him in equal measure. They’re back, Habib had texted, and Lee suddenly wanted to know as much about this prodigal return as Habib could tell him—anything to explain the cold blue fire in the Harper woman’s eyes, the whiteness of her knuckles on her fine hands, the haunted laugh of her adopted son, and why Lee couldn’t get any of this out of his head.

He looked up from the screen. On the other side of his smeared lenses, lakes floated into view. Lakes everywhere. Lakes on the chair, on the TV set that he rarely watched. Lakes stacked on the shelves, and miniatures of the lake jumbled into a big yellow Tonka Truck under the desk. The lake came to him and gathered in this place of light, surrounding him. There was half a cup of cold coffee on the desk, and he threw it at the canvas on the easel. Coffee dribbled down the painted sky, carved dirty ruts in the pure blue eye of the painted lake. Lee got a rag and wiped it off, trying to draw breath around the pressure in his throat. A dirty mark remained on the canvas like a bloodstain.

Vernon watched him from his tank, a bleak world of Home Depot sand and potted mesquite, complete with a heating component and dish tray filled with water.

Habib’s memory lab closed down almost six years ago. They all lost their jobs and grants. The lab technician wept as he sacrificed the cannibal mice and diabetic rats and cancerous pigeons, yet there remained the question of what to do about a thirty-year-old genetically modified Gila monster whose venom contained an enzyme that would open the door to the secrets of memory.

Maintaining a reptile enclosure wasn’t cheap. Local zoos didn’t want a Gila—Komodos were sexier—and flying Vernon back to UNM was beyond the defunct project’s budget. Teaching art in a small room above the Village library and occasional work as a substitute biology teacher at Little Ridge High was not going to get either Lee or Vernon home any time soon.

The Gila inched a huge claw to one side, curved his thick body toward the weak light washing in from the window.

After the shut-down of the lab, it took most of the Memorial weekend to rig up a reptile tank for Vernon in the converted glasshouse. Lee could not have done it without the reluctant assistance of the technician, Jason deGroot, whose resentment toward Lee for claiming Vernon, manifested itself in a phlegmy sniffle and a tick-like twisting of his bleached blond hair. The deGroots—who claimed to have ancestors on Hudson’s first ship, De Halve Maen—knew how to hold a grudge. Even after Jason left, the smell of his filthy trench coat and tooth-rot lingered beneath the slightly intestinal musk of the Gila.

The previous tenant of Lee’s house had been a classics professor at the college. At the edge of the spruce and black walnut woods behind the studio, was a small graveyard where her kids had buried their pets. Broken crosses made from twigs, and shale markers bore faded names in spidery script—Zeus, Aphrodite, Hector, Helen. To these sad plots, Lee had added those of three experimental pigeons with advanced dementia and two male Wistar rats (Thing 1 and Thing 2) with induced Korsakoff’s syndrome.

It wasn’t anyone’s fault that Lee’s animal hospice inevitably ended in death. The animals had already given their all to science. And the most Lee or Jason or any of them could offer was comfort and dignity, a few more weeks of life—couple months’ tops. Sometimes the animals actually recovered and lived to endure more water-maze training or hippocampal lesioning or neural electrode insertion, but Lee no longer knew which was worse.

Vernon was his second chance. Like Lee, Vernon had made the journey east with Lee, from Navajo to Iroquois land, and would always be with him. If the Ilium show was a success, they could head back to warmer parts. In his mind, Lee had already fashioned a travel tank for the back of the station wagon.

‘We need to get out of this place,’ Lee said. ‘While we can.’

He left a text with Habib saying Vernon was sick and he’d be around in half an hour.

Since the scandal at the lab, Habib rarely left his lakeside villa, except to coach his youth soccer teams, among whom he was known—not very originally—as the smiling assassin. Before coming east to start his own lab in Little Ridge, Professor Sam Habib had been head of the School of Neurobiology and Behavior back at UNM, where Lee met him as a graduate student. Habib had run over Vernon in his Prius one cool summer night on Navajo land outside of Albuquerque, brought him to Lee, who happened to be doing his PhD on the distribution, habitat and behavior of heloderma suspectum—the Gila monster. Habib had worked with spiders and reptile venom before, but there was new research to suggest that Helotide, a peptide in Gila venom, had unsurpassed power to augment memory and learning in everything from fruit flies to Fisher rats. Vernon had unusually large venom glands.

Lee’s grandmother had died in a dementia ward at Presbyterian Hospital, believing herself to be running poker games with Bill Clinton in a rig off Kodiak Island. It didn’t take much for Habib to convince Lee to switched his area of study from biology to neuroscience. Habib became his doctoral advisor, and a compensatory father for the one Lee felt he had been assigned in error. When Habib left UNM to come east and take over his own lab in partnership with Tantra Pharmaceuticals, it was pretty much a given that Lee would come with him. What wasn’t a given was that Tantra would fold under a cloud of scandal and take the lab down with it.

Lee reached down into the tank and scooped Hamburger Mouse up into a paper towel. The white star in Vernon’s eye flared and gleamed with a cold intensity.

‘I’ll tell him you said marhaba,’ Lee said. ‘I promise.’

He carefully placed a whole slice of cold pizza into the tank. Vernon moved his blunt head and inched glittering claws toward it, an incongruous figure with his pink and black banded hide, against the backdrop of endless silver lakes. He held the crust in his jaws, and tore off the rest like fresh kill. Lee picked up his Polaroid and took a picture. He waited for it to process while running a finger up and down his old friend’s studded hide. The alien turgidity of Vernon’s body, like something neither alive nor dead, still made Lee’s flesh crawl.

‘I’ll be back for the movie,’ Lee said. It was the only time Lee used the TV. Pizza, beer and a movie, him and Vernon. Just like every Sunday. He was about to say he promised, but something stopped him.

Five years. And the Sundays never got any easier. This one felt a little different. Maybe it was Vernon’s appetite for pizza in conjunction with the Harpurs’ unexpected yet inevitable return. The false hope in the tinkle of their dirty boats.

Lee left the studio and hurried past a rusty and lethal looking metal swing set beside his empty ranch house. Dark woods ran all the way to the headland. Within the woods were the ruins of an old schoolhouse—now a make-out place for kids, hobos’ squat, dopers’ den. He backed the station wagon out of the garage, checking the time on the dashboard—almost four o’clock. He’d have time to visit Habib and be back to put another coat of sealant onto the painting before Netflix time. He eased the car up the steep driveway onto Main Street. Steered south through the Village past an exhumed water pump, retroactively verdigris-streaked, and other relics of an imagined past. One of his painting ladies looked up from her raked leaves, anachronistically clutching her purse. Outside the Village, silos shouldered each other beneath a white expanse of sky.

Lee slowed past a dirt access road posted with a charred signpost that said, ‘To Triangle Creek.’ He heard a car pull up behind him but when he glanced in the rearview, the Harpur woman’s eyes sputtered back at him instead. He blinked and they were gone, the road empty in both directions.

Lee’s mother fostered Siamese rescue-cats and Lee had always been convinced she’d loved them more than him. They over-ran the small house and yard at the edge of Indian land, on a street with no kids to play with, no neighbors to speak of. The cats, attuned to Lee’s resentment, blinked cross-eyed at him down their flat noses, yet trailed after his mother in a skittish mewling wave, hissing at Lee over their shoulders, until he gave up and hid in his room.

When Habib employed the troubled Jason deGroot, Lee had felt that same stab of panic, that same certainty of being sidelined for something much more exotic. Although the Harpur and deGroot clans were historical enemies, Jason deGroot’s alliances were never that rigid, a flexibility exploited by Habib without apology. But Lee thought it was more than that, and the more the boy wore his punk heart on his sleeve, the more Lee hated him.

Lee had been to the old Harpur compound once when he first arrived in Little Ridge. It had been on one of Jason’s many days of unexplained absence. Habib had sent Lee to pick up some emergency methyl-amphetamine for his memory project—’Mice on Ice’—from Jason’s dealer, Frankie Harpur, a connection that flourished in the space between the feuding families. Lee had come away with the crystal and a nasty bite on his arm from one of Frankie’s dogs, and he had not been back.

He accelerated past the dirt access road and stayed on the highway until he got to Habib’s gravel driveway, a new security measure in the wake of the lab’s scandal. A speed boat slowly rotated on the lake behind the villa, reflecting a cold and silent explosion of light.

Professor Habib was a short but punchy sixty-nine years old, deep in the chest and spare in the belly. His eyes were espresso brown, the lashes extravagantly curled. He had dealt intel along with black-market antibiotics in Rashidieh from 1967 to 1972, watched death fall from the skies when an Israeli airstrike buried his father, uncle, and three cousins under a city block of rubble. He had said to Lee that life as a man was impossible without recourse to either science or the Almighty, just not, he liked to joke, at the same time.

Over organic single-origin coffee, brewed with filtered water in Habib’s office that overlooked the lake, and with an Italian walnut desk between them, Lee told Habib about Vernon. Habib sat back and ruminatively crossed his arms over his chest.

‘You could give him some vitamins. He needs sunshine probably. Fresh kill.’ His voice was as warm as blood, still virile, a veteran of TED talks and Ivy League lecture halls.

‘My supplier’s gone AWOL.’

‘Have a cookie. They’re gluten free. What about hamburger meat?’

‘He’s not going for it,’ said Lee.

‘Have you shaped them into mice?’ The professor cupped his two hands together in the form of a heart.

‘He seems to have acquired a taste for pizza,’ said Lee. ‘Maybe it’s the nitrates.’

‘How long has this been going on?’ Habib said. ‘The pizza thing.’

‘Just today. I mean he’s gone off food before, but never for anything else.’

Habib stood up to make some minor adjustment to an impossibly fragile looking standing telescope that pointed over the lake. He wore his soccer coaching kit with compression tights beneath satin shorts. When he excused himself to make more coffee, Lee got up and went to the telescope. It was fashioned from some golden wood, oak probably, and held together with delicate brass chains and fittings. The afternoon lake had gone as dark as a bruise ringed in angry, red foliage. The island, with its ruined lighthouse like a splinter of bone and veiled in pearlescent mist, was just visible with the naked eye.

Lee slid his glasses off and bent into the eye piece of the telescope. He recoiled as if bitten. He wondered if the lens had cut him, or maybe the brass eye piece had scratched his cornea. Through his good eye, he saw that the island had retreated once again behind its veil of vapor, and the indigo sky had become stained with yellow. At the swish of the professor’s silks Lee turned around with one hand over his eye and his heart pounding.

‘Spying on someone?’ Habib said.

‘I think I banged my eye on the lens.’

‘I hope not. It’s a bitch to recalibrate.’

‘Well it could be me, but I can’t find the island through it.’

Habib placed Lee’s coffee cup carefully down on Lee’s side of the desk.

‘Let me see,’ he said.

Lee excused himself to use the bathroom, still covering his hurt eye. He wasn’t getting much sex lately, not since he’d allowed Sunny Rowland, head of the Little Ridge Progress Association, to dump him again. The urine dribbled out into the bowl and he remembered Habib complaining a few years ago about his ‘stream.’ When Lee finished, he wiped the sweat off his brow with his sleeve and tried, unsuccessfully, to blink away the angry knot of blood vessels that had burst in the corner of his eye after looking into the telescope.

Habib was standing by the telescope, and fluttered dark lashes at Lee over his shoulder. ‘It’s just you,’ he said, pointing at the lens with his coffee cup, professor style. ‘I can see it fine.’

Lee collapsed back into the library chair that Habib managed to pilfer along with who knew what else when the lab closed down. Habib regarded him for a moment and seemed about to say something but changed his mind.

‘Vernon will live,’ Habib said. ‘But that’s not why you’re here, is it, my friend?’

When Lee shook his head, Habib wagged one arthritic finger at him and pointed to the flotilla bobbing at the jetty to the north. ‘I knew it. The return of the repressed. As surprising as it is inevitable.’

‘You wouldn’t have any eye drops, would you?’

Habib put down his cup. ‘You’ve met one of them. Haven’t you?’ He left the room and returned a moment later. ‘I can tell. Didn’t your mother tell you not to talk to strangers, Lee? Ah, the pretty one . . . ’ He put an unopened bottle of eye drops down in front of Lee.

‘They’re all pretty from what I can see,’ said Lee, thinking about the giant Grif with his leather armor and gentle laugh. He leaned back and squeezed some drops in his sore eye. The drops felt like acid.

‘True. But I’m guessing it’s the one with the Greek name you’ve come about—Thetis? Haven’t seen a spring in your step like that for years.’

The flotilla bobbed soundlessly below the high double-glazed window like a flock of exhausted and uncertain water-fowl. There was no point in asking Habib how he really knew about Lee’s collision with the Harpur woman, and Lee eyed the crouching telescope with loathing. His eye hurt to blink.

‘I met two Harpurs, seeing as you’ve asked. I met her son, also. On Friday, the day they arrived. You mustn’t have been at your little spyglass then.’

Habib raised his eyebrows, a single parabola of fur. ‘Archy Harpur? Why he was just a child when they left.’

Lee savored the rare moment of knowing something his mentor did not. ‘Grif. He’s her stepson. Or adopted or foster, or something.’

‘Ah yes! She took him in when his father, a second cousin or something, went to jail and never came out.’

The overheated room was the only sign so far that Habib was getting old, and Lee began to sweat again. ‘Okay, I give up,’ he said. ‘Why do you think they’re back?’

Habib stood with his back to the window.

‘Frankie Harpur. The man they left behind. I think they’ve come back for him.’

‘Why?’ Lee said. ‘Why now?’

Habib ran both hands through his silver hair, made it stand up like sheet metal. Lee wondered again, with a twist of love, how many times his Nutty Professor used himself as a test subject for Vernon’s memory-spit. ‘There were always rumors about her and Frankie. The usual thing about cousins.’

‘They’re cousins?’

Habib sipped his coffee with the same calculated pause that he used to ambush grant committee meetings, student advisory committees, board meetings, Zoom interviews. ‘What do you think of this brew? It tastes a little off to me. Single origin Ethiopian. I think I’m a blend man after all.’

‘I remember how Frankie used to carry on in town after he got out of jail,’ Lee said. ‘Talking to everyone and no one at once.’

‘That awkward dance at the edge of things.’ At that Habib grew thoughtful again, the mask slipping to reveal the original mentor, the serious man who persuaded Lee to follow him to the ends of the earth. ‘No one knows exactly how Frankie came to mesh so strongly with Zabriskie. They both fought for their country and lost. So there’s that.’

‘What?’ Lee said. ‘Zabriskie was in Vietnam?

Habib nodded. ‘Frankie in the Middle East, of course. Or maybe it was because our founding father felt sorry for the wayward son with his war wounds and squandered smarts.’

Lee forced a laugh. ‘I remember how Frankie would tell anyone on Main Street who’d listen how a man’s war was never in the one place . . . ’

‘One hand saluting the flag and the other on his balls in a practiced maneuver so as not to over-balance on his rotten foot,’ Habib said. ‘Whatever transpired between the souls of this mismatched pair, it was enough for Zabriskie to trust Corporal Frances George Washington Harpur with his passage into the hereafter.’

‘And for Frankie to trust that the suicide note and the old man’s will and testament would all be duly witnessed, authenticated and pronounced in good order,’ Lee said, some of the rumor and hearsay coming back to him now. ‘Why did his people leave him behind in the first place?’

Most of the townies, Lee included, had even forgotten that the man prowling down Main Street in that rusted out Pontiac with his dogs and his coons, and that stink from his wounds that hung in the air wherever he went, was even a Harpur.

‘It all went down soon after I got here, and before you did. ’04, must have been. There was a big raid on the Harpur drug lab behind the compound up at the gully. Just a few chemicals and a ring burner in a converted shipping container behind the settlement. Rumors of a set up. A leak, what have you. Anyway, so everyone managed to get away except Frankie because of his bad leg. He took the fall, did five relatively easy years without squealing, and got early parole because of being a war hero.’

Lee peeled a leaf off his shoe, crushed it between his fingers and dumped it in the waste basket. ‘I’d be more surprised that Boyle screwed up a raid on a crappy little operation if I didn’t know what Little Ridge’s finest were already capable of.’

‘Of course. Sorry. Well of course there were rumors of a set-up. Being in the pay of a local hydroponic marijuana empire can be surprisingly good for a Sheriff’s career.’ The sun made a halo of Habib’s silver hair. ‘For every vial of meth the Harpurs mixed, or blister pack of OxyContin they bagged, there’s a metric ton of weed drying beneath the deGroots’ rolling alfalfa acreages and no law enforcement operation has ever come near it. Devil’s Bud, I think is the name on the streets.’

‘Devil’s Butt,’ Lee squeezed some drops into his sore eye, blinked away the tears. ‘Is what Frankie used to call it, remember?’

Habib gave an exaggerated shrug. ‘So to get re-elected, what Boyle had to do was shut down the Harpur’s meth operation—make room for the deGroots. Poor Frankie.’

‘You’d smell him coming.’

‘And hear him, too. The perpetual rot-gut lament. Traces of Afghani shrapnel working its way from his heel up.’

‘A cerebral abscess, undiagnosed?’

‘Don’t get me started on all the crap they pack into those IEDs, Lee. Rotor parts, nails, feces. Subdural, too, maybe, judging by the stink.’

Lee recalled how after his parole, Frankie lived with an aging aunt in what was left of the Harpur settlement on the shores of Triangle Creek. Forced to watch government flunkies pull the float homes to scrap, leaving the planks and window frames to drift off out of the mouth of the creek and into the lake where they got sucked down into the depthless cold like everything else. Abandoned and ill, Frankie would take the occasional trip into town to mutter rank words of vengeance and ill intent to whoever would listen. Canted over that grin-like crack in the sidewalk, townies giving him a wide berth. Cracking his knuckles. Snot crusting on his lip. And that stink.

‘He’d stopped cooking crystal,’ Habib said. ‘Partly because kids are into different drugs these days. Smart drugs . . . ’

“Nootropics?’

Habib nodded, his hair waving up and down. ‘That and also the fact that he and his aunt revived the family line in salves and liniments, partly to try and cure Frankie’s infection, partly to survive.’

Lee’s mind flashed back to his meth-scoring venture at Triangle Gully, dirty lace curtains fluttering from a trailer, new forest growth already pushing through from the plots where their homes used to be. ‘You two became friends?’ He felt that familiar, unbidden stab of jealousy.

‘I’m not sure if I’d call it a friendship. Somewhere between impossible colleagues and plausible competitors, I guess. Soon after his release he enrolled in night classes to brush up on his chemistry. He’d come into town from the Gully for supplies, that old Pontiac crawling with beasts, and he’d mutter about peptides and enzymes, hop up and down and spit equations at me. Smart drugs, he told me in a lucid moment. The way of the future.’

The drops seemed to have made Lee’s eye worse. He could hardly see his mentor in the darkening room. He got up and walked to the window, looking for the lake as if he wanted to make sure it was still there. Plus, he needed to pee again, but he wasn’t keen to face the dribble. Lee wasn’t even forty yet. Too early to be experiencing issues with his stream.

‘He ever ask you about the Helotide?’

Habib ran his finger along the edge of his laptop and didn’t say anything.

‘Seriously? You gave him some samples?’

‘Improbably. Plausibly?’ Habib’s smile was so sweet that you wanted to pluck it right off his face, keep it for a rainy day.

‘Jesus, Sam. We were looking into memory! Frankie’s looking into getting high.’

‘Same difference. Besides, I’d been retired—no lab, nothing. Frankie had a lab he could use for free at community college . . . ’

‘And in return he, what? Passed on his quote-unquote findings to you?’

‘For a while,’ Habib said very quietly. ‘And then nothing. Not once he left for the Island.’

‘Which he came into by shooting a man’s brains all over the walls. There’s that.’

‘That always cheered me up,’ Habib sipped some water from a sports bottle. ‘In the hard days after the lab closed down, just knowing what a mess Frankie and old Zabriskie made on the Utrecht drapes gave me a lift. You don’t mind?’

Lee minded like hell. ‘Getting back to Frankie. And his cousin.’

Habib wiped his mouth. ‘The only threat poor abandoned Frankie ever posed was to himself. He was a cutter. He’d cut himself a dozen times in one weekend. You’d see him every day and then you wouldn’t see him for a month, and he’d be covered in cuts, some infected, his limp worse and stinking like holy hell. But what really cut was the betrayal. Your Thettie Harpur and Frankie’s best friend.’

‘My Thettie Harpur? Wait . . . she doesn’t seem the type to . . . ’

‘Run off with a man’s best friend? People are like the island, Lee. Most of us is below the surface. He goes by the name of Murphy. A medic he met in Afghanistan. Murphy ended up here, became part of the family—he’d saved Frankie’s life in the war, or something. Then the raid happened. Frankie’s wounds meant he couldn’t get away like the rest of them. He was a liability. Murphy took over the family after that.’
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