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ONE DARK SUMMER NIGHT


Prologue: The Obligatory Creepy Opening Scene

The Midwest, 1989

Lovers and madmen have such seething brains,

Such shaping fantasies, that apprehend

More than cool reason ever comprehends.

The lunatic, the lover and the poet

Are of imagination all compact:

One sees more devils than vast hell can hold,

That is, the madman: the lover, all as frantic,

Sees Helen's beauty in a brow of Egypt:

The poet's eye, in fine frenzy rolling,

Doth glance from heaven to earth, from earth to heaven;

And as imagination bodies forth

The forms of things unknown, the poet's pen

Turns them to shapes and gives to airy nothing

A local habitation and a name.

— William Shakespeare,

A Midsummer’s Night’s Dream

 

 

Two college guys picked their way down the side of the creek. It was the middle of summer on a hot, cloudless afternoon. Every good frat boy had fled on vacation from a certain unnamed Midwestern state college. They headed home for a few months—interned at Daddy’s company—traveled to Europe—or hung around somewhere with a beach.

Jim and Craig weren’t those guys. They were the other kind, the kind that shared a basement apartment and a half-dead VW Microbus and spent their time looking for abandoned junk on trash day, sold antiques in Minneapolis, and spent their extra cash on weed and LSD. When they had nothing better to do they played video games, listened to Led Zeppelin, or reread Tolkien. They showed up on their friends’ moving days. They were good guys who had the sense that this was the last summer before they went their separate ways and had decided to make the most of it.

The weeds along the creek were thick and tangled and shed golden blizzards of pollen. It was so thick that Jim’s eyes gummed up with it. He sneezed. Not for the first time. There were stickers in the cuffs of his jeans. He was wearing loafers with socks. You never went down to the creek in just sandals. Frogs croaked up and down the waterline. Crickets and birds sang to each other of their hopeless interspecies romances.

“You don’t have to come down here, you know,” Craig said. “I can just shout up to you.”

Craig was the taller of the two. His head looked like a straw-colored melon floating over the tops of the weeds. No joke, the weeds were that tall.

“I’m fine.”

Jim worked his way down the creekside. They were under a stand of thick cottonwood trees arching over the water. The shade made the slow-flowing water look pitch black, yet perfectly clear.

The highway that ran across the creek was about fifty feet upstream. Some jerk had sprayed graffiti all along the side. Troll Bridge, insert dick here, said some red paint above a drilled hole in the metal. Ha-ha. Some guys had all the witty lines.

He and Jim had been halfway across the bridge when Craig had stopped the van, then threw it in park. They both got out and leaned against the green side rails to look down into the water. A week ago they’d found a girl’s bike in the water. Pink, with tinsel hanging off the handlebars. All it needed was a little oil. They took a picture, put up a poster around town, and got twenty bucks from the grateful parents. Life was like that. Keep your eyes open, and it was full of opportunity.

This time when they looked over the side, they saw a face in the shadowy water under the trees.

White and waterlogged. Bobbing in the water.

Empty, black eyes.

Craig had backed the van across the bridge and parked it off the shoulder. Without a word they had started climbing down the bank.

“Do you see it yet?” Jim asked.

Craig said, “Nah, not yet. Hang on.”

Jim pushed forward. Now the weeds rose over his head. He sank into a cheerful golden sunlight that made him want to choke. He couldn’t find Craig’s path through the weeds. It was like trying to move through tangled yarn.

He squatted down. The light went dull and shadowy but the stems were easier to push through. He crawled down the dry, rocky bank, switching around to slide down on the seat of his pants when the going got too steep.

The dirt turned moist, then muddy. He fought his way back up to his feet. The weeds here were lower, but still not low enough to see over.

“Craig!”

He heard Craig laugh. “Get lost in the weeds there, man?”

“Shut up about it.” Jim pushed toward the sound of Craig’s voice. “What is it?”

“I don’t know. Some kind of doll…or a mask? Don’t worry, you big pussy. It’s not a dead kid or anything.”

It was stupid but Jim felt his shoulders relax a little. Of course it wasn’t a kid. There wouldn’t be a kid floating in the water. That was just stupid. Not in a small town like this. And not while almost everyone had left for the summer.

He heard a splash. Not the kind of big, sloppy splash that Craig would have made if he’d fallen in to the water, but like maybe he’d put one foot in.

“What are you doing?”

“Trying to see if I can reach it.”

“Don’t fall in.”

“If I do will you save me?”

“Ha-ha.”

The weeds in front of him were thinning out. One last tangle and he’d be through. He’d have to put his feet in the water to get through. He stepped in and immediately felt his shoes sink up past the ankle into the mud.

“This had better be good.”

He broke out into the open air. He was in the shadow of those big cottonwood trees. When it was time for them to scatter their seeds, the whole place would look like it had been hit by a blizzard. But today all that was underfoot was a thick mat of half-rotten leaves that he was stamping down into the mud.

Craig was kneeling on a flat rock along the water, his arm in the creek up to the elbow. His shoes looked clean and totally mud-free. That was Craig, though: the kind of guy that could get through any sort of shit without any of it sticking to him. Not grades, not women, not coke-headed frat boys with an attitude problem.

He leaned back, tugging on something, but it was stuck fast. Clearly it wasn’t budging.

“Gimme a hand,” Craig said. “You know what this looks like? Some kind of Mardi Gras mask.”

Jim pulled one shoe out of the mud and leaned forward until it was planted on the flat surface of the rock. Then he tried to shift his weight.

Of course he’d overextended himself.

“Craig.”

Craig reached out a hand and Jim grabbed it. Of course Craig’s hand was dry, not a drop of sweat on it. Unlike his own slippery palm.

Craig tightened his grip. Jim bounced up onto the rock—leaving his shoe behind.

“Damn it.”

“Help me pull,” Craig said.

“But my shoe.”

“I’ll carry you back to the apartment like a new bride. Just give me a hand for a sec here…I think it’s sinking.”

Jim gave up on the shoe. The hell with it. He could take a trip to the Starvation Army after they got home and he took a shower. He scooted over to the side of the rock nearest the thing in the water.

The clear, dark water rippled over top of it. It seemed to be only inches underneath the surface, but Craig’s long arm was in at least up to the elbow. He’d hooked his fingers in through the mouth- and eye-holes of the mask. It was smooth and white. It looked more like it was made of yellow cracked ivory than anything else.

It wasn’t a Mardi Gras mask, but a theater mask—a mask of comedy. How it was stuck in the mud was a mystery. It didn’t look like it was attached to anything.

“What do you want me to do?”

“Could you…could you get down in the water and see if you can get under it? Push it up? See what it’s attached to?”

Jim took a look at the water: the bottom didn’t look too deep but he knew that he’d sink up to his armpits, possibly deeper if the mud at the bottom was as thick as it was along the shore.

But given a choice between drowning and trying to resist one of Craig’s obsessions—he knew which one would be easier to overcome.

Jim took off his other shoe, stuck his wallet and the keys inside, and sat on the edge of the stone, dangling his feet into the water. Mud streamed off his filthy white socks.

He took a deep breath—just in case—and hopped into the water.

It was warm near the surface, almost frigid at the bottom. He sank down to his armpits as predicted, the water quickly wicking up to the collar of his t-shirt. He lifted his arms out of the water. The creek bottom was soft, silty mud over smooth rock. Tangled roots packed between the stones in the mud.

A soft gray-brown wave of silt clouded up around him.

He waded toward the mask. Craig was still pulling on it, now putting both hands into the water and squatting, using his weight to help pull. When this thing came loose, Craig was going to go ass over teakettle.

From the water, Jim could see that the thing was stuck on top of something big. What it was, he couldn’t tell—it was packed with water weeds and mud. It seemed to waver in the shadows, too. Half the time it was almost like he could see through it to the creek bed; half the time he could see a tangle of branches and metal sticking out of it. What was it, another bike? Two bikes twisted together with a fallen tree branch? That’s what it looked like.

He put his hand on the mask. It felt smooth, warmed by the sunlight. Not enamel. More like a piece of unfinished, baked clay. He got his fingers underneath it. No dice. He tried to wiggle it from side to side, but it was like it was anchored on a steel rod or something.

He reached into the mass of weeds and sticks and whatever else underneath the mask and grabbed onto something. It was slimy but solid. Definitely a piece of wood. He jiggled it loose, then held it out into the middle of the creek and let the force of the water carry it downstream. The water was slow but powerful. They’d taken innertubes down the creek toward the river a thousand times, a pair of six-packs their underwater ballast hidden from the eagle eyes of cops, looking for underage drinkers. The tree branch drifted out of reach.

He started taking the tangle apart. One piece after another. Another branch. A short piece of steel pipe bent into a squared-off U shape. A tangle of wire coat hangers. Some twine that he had to cut through with his pocket knife. A pair of leather dress shoes, rotted, knotted together by the laces. A dog leash, no dog (fortunately). More branches…

“It moved!” Craig said.

About half the built-up junk had slipped away. Jim shook his head. For a second, it was almost like he could see the shape of a body in the water. Two arms hanging limply underneath the mask…two shadowed legs. The kicker was that he could see…he could almost see a pair of black and white oxford shoes in the water, at the ends of the legs.

“Watch out it doesn’t bite your fingers off,” Jim said.

“Wiggle it loose.”

Jim stuck his fingers under the mask and tried again. Even through the strain that Craig was putting on it, he could feel it coming loose. Like a tooth.

“Put your back into it!”

It was hard to do, armpit-deep in running water, but Jim tried. He shoved his shoulder up against the last tangle of junk and dug his feet down into the rocks. A piece of metal dug into his shoulder. He got under it and lifted upward.

An inch. That was all it moved.

Something slipped free. The mask came loose and Craig flew backward on the rock.

“Watch out for my wallet!”

Ass over teakettle, backward into the tall weeds by the shore, just as predicted. In a flash the only thing Jim could see was the bottoms of Craig’s shoes.

The tangle of junk and branches and weeds in front of Jim came apart. Imaginary arms, legs, torso—the whole bit. Branches floated downstream. Jim was left with what looked like a mannikin frame—a wire torso with bumps for hips and tits on a metal stand. Might be worth selling.

He wiggled it loose and hefted it out of the water. It was rusty but solid. Perfect “antique” material. It scraped against the rock.

“Hey Craig,” he said. “Look what I found. Also, asshole, help me get out of the water.”

The shoes jerked backward into the weeds with a rustle. Jim heard Craig chuckle, then mutter something under his breath.

“Craig. Get your ass over here.”

Craig, completely ignoring him, took off up the bank toward the road, crashing through the weeds and stirring up yellow clouds of bees and pollen.

“Hey, asshole! What do you think you’re doing?”

Jim was pissed. He climbed the slippery side of the bank, jamming one toe between the rocks and almost ripping his toenail trying to get it loose. It hurt like a bitch. He scrambled up into the mud, completely covering his pants with brown glop as he got to his feet. His ass was probably the cleanest part of him. He got to his feet, lifted the wire mannikin out of his way, and retrieved his wallet and the keys. Fuck the shoe, man. He left the mannikin behind and worked his way up the rest of the bank, crouching down among the weeds, sneezing as he went.

Finally he reached the top.

Craig was nowhere to be seen. Three wet footprints walked out of the roadside onto the asphalt. And that was it. The trail ended. And even those three footsteps were rapidly evaporating.

The footprints were headed south, over the bridge and out of town.

What the hell was out there? Nothing. Just a place where you could cross the fields and get out to the river—the Mighty Mo. The frat boys had parties out there in the fall, before it started to rain for the season.

Jim doubled back to the van. The sides were blue and white and black rustoleum spray paint. He looked inside though a side window.

Nothing, just nothing. No Craig to be seen.

He got in, honked the horn a couple of times, and yelled out Craig’s name. He shouted that it wasn’t funny, to stop fucking around, but got no response. After a half an hour he’d dried out enough that the mud was coming off his pants in flakes.

He brushed himself down, picked up the wire-frame mannikin thing, shoved it in the back of the van with the other junk they’d picked up in preparation for another Minneapolis trip, and went back to their basement apartment. No Craig there, either. No note, and their stash of mild drugs and cold pizza in the fridge were both still intact.

By then it was too late to stop at the Starvation Army and pick up new shoes. Jim cursed Craig’s name a few more times and drove out to the far side of town, where all the new trailer courts were springing up, and picked up a pair of cheap flip-flops at the discount store. The hell with that bastard. Jim bought a couple of six-packs of Coke and rented an armful of cheap horror movies from the video store next to the theater. He rented them under his own name—Craig had about a hundred bucks in fines at that place that he claimed were all the fault of one of the clerks, who was out to get him.

And he’d sworn never to go back.


Chapter One: The Unstoppable Heroine Meets the Immovable Midwestern College Town

O, when she's angry, she is keen and shrewd!

She was a vixen when she went to school;

And though she be but little, she is fierce.

— William Shakespeare,

A Midsummer Night's Dream

 

 

Della Rae was a scholarship student. Full ride. That meant that on the one hand, she didn’t have to hustle for rent, food, or books. But that also meant that on the other hand, she was surrounded by the accusing stares—imagined and real, oh yes, definitely real at times—of people who assumed that she was there simply and solely because she was filling some kind of quota. It was humiliating. People could not resist the urge to stare. Had they never seen a black person before? Or was it just that she was a black person on a college campus, taking the place of someone who “deserved” it better than she did?

She tried not to get caught up in that kind of question. It would only bring her down, and that’s not what she was here for: she was here to get a good education on someone else’s dime. Two years and then she was applying for a transfer to Oxford. In the U.K. And then let people look down their noses at her.

Until then, though. It wasn’t going to exactly be a walk in the park.

There was one other black person on campus, a Jamaican named Robert B. Brown, who worked at Angstrom Hall as a dorm mother of the male variety. He ran with it: wore a rastacap in red, yellow, green, and black, kept medium-length dreads, and played up on his accent. It was like watching an actor hamming it up. And yet he fit in, in a way that Della Rae never would.

The first year had gone by in a kind of disoriented whirl of intro classes, sorority rush (of course none of the ones up here would take her), and homesickness. The food…was not good.

And the winter was worse. She was glad to live on campus, and to have a covered hallway to take her back and forth to meals, because there were days when the whole campus closed down except for the dorms and the cafeterias—the cafeterias were mostly staffed with students, thank God, enough upper-class ones that could be trusted to put a meal together, no matter how bad it was, out of the stacks of cans in the storerooms. Otherwise she would have had to go out.

And she was not having that. One day, the snow was so deep after a blizzard that some idiots were jumping out of the top-floor windows and into the snow drifts. One kid broke an arm before the dorm mothers caught them.

But that had been six months ago. Now it was July. The air was hot, but not hot like Atlanta. It was almost a dry heat—nothing to it. It already had that feeling of being on the downward side of summer that you didn’t get until early September back at home.

She had stayed here over the summer to work on an internship. It was in the biology department. It wasn’t much: taking care of the mice and running plasma tests. They were running experiments on different drugs that were supposed to reduce stress hormones. The stress tests involved electric shocks: how much more of this she was going to be able to take, she didn’t know. Every time she saw a mouse jump, she had flashbacks to junior high and a couple of bullies that she wasn’t able to forcibly remove from her life until all three of them were freshmen in high school—but that was another story.

She was already regretting her decision to stay here. Surely there would have been someone in Atlanta that she could have interned under this summer. The CDC had to be looking for cheap help. Anything that would have looked good on her résumé. She wanted to cure cancer, that was all. Why did people have to be so difficult about letting her try? Why did it have to be so involved?

But, as her Daddy would have said, The universe will only hand you opportunities when you’re too busy working your ass off to appreciate them.

Maybe next summer she’d find something else. Here and now, no matter what her regrets were, she was already committed. She couldn’t stand the thought of looking like a flake.

So, in order to ease the annoyance of having to watch mice and rats jumping to electric shocks all night, she was planning to read in the Shakespeare garden for an hour, then go in to lunch at the cafeteria—then back to the science building for her evening shift.

Just as she reached the entrance to the garden, she heard it. The unmistakable sound of a couple of people making out.

She reached into her pocket for her keys. Just because it was broad daylight with about a dozen other students crossing the quad didn’t mean that she was safe.

She walked around a big lavender bush and saw the couple under her rose arbor, sucking tonsils.

She rolled her eyes. Sex. Or even just romance. Like that was going to happen for her at this school. Maybe at Oxford someday…a girl could dream, couldn’t she?

The guy she didn’t recognize, but when they came up for air, she caught the face of one of the other bio majors, a girl named Elizabeth Mercury—went by Merc. She was white, had freckles and long, wavy brown hair and crooked teeth, the kind that made you look more cute rather than less so. They made Della Rae feel the ache of getting her braces way back in her molars.

“Hey, Merc,” Della Rae said. She decided to give her a little dig. They weren’t friends. “Aren’t you supposed to be at the lab already? Thought you had the morning shift.”

They were running tests from seven in the morning to eleven at night. It was crazy—the professors were giving a big push for some reason.

Merc said, clearly faking the surprise, “Oh, shit! I forgot!”

And even though she’d just been making out with the anonymous guy like she had no regrets, she pushed herself away from him and turned her back on him without a second thought.

Cold. Real cold.

Merc caught up to Della Rae’s side and plucked at her elbow. “Come on,” she said. “You don’t want to be late.”

Della Rae resisted the urge to point out that it was a couple of hours before her shift. Clearly something was going on.

After they got out of earshot of the guy under the arbor (the ardor under the arbor, Della Rae couldn’t help thinking), Della Rae said, “What was that all about?”

“I called in this morning. You can’t tell them.”

“And why not?”

“Because I’ll get dropped, that’s why. But there’s a good reason.”

“What’s that?”

“Testing today is going to be ugly. Vivisection.”

Della Rae shuddered. That was not something she wanted to see. “What are they going to do, test the drug to see if the mice don’t get stressed out while they’re getting sliced open?”

“Pretty much. They’re testing to see whether the drugs might be effective in cases of open-heart surgery, combined with anesthetics. Or just fatal. The mice shouldn’t feel a thing—but that doesn’t stop us from having to see it. That kind of thing just sticks in your head, you know?”

Della Rae didn’t feel like asking where Merc had seen such things before.

“So what are you suggesting, that I call in? Won’t that look suspicious, the two of us turning up sick the same day?”

“Word went out to all the interns yesterday what was going down. Everyone is calling in sick. Everyone but you. The profs were planning on it…they’re all working both shifts.”

Della Rae snorted. “So was anyone planning to tell me?”

“No.”

There it was. The unvarnished truth.

“Why did you, then?”

“You stopped to talk to me. I thought, well, she can’t be as much of a stuck-up bitch as she seems.”

Della Rae gave her the hairy eyeball. The idiot was grinning.

“Fine. I admit it: there’s no way in hell that I can force myself to walk into that lab, if that’s what’s going down today. You’re not just pulling my leg, are you? Because if this is some kind of elaborate joke to get me fired—there’s no forgiving that.”

Merc put a hand over her heart. “I swear on my mother’s grave that it’s the truth.”

Uh-huh.

“Is your mother even dead?”

“No. She’s a full professor in Physics.”

Della Rae rolled her eyes. Despite herself, she felt a chuckle in her belly. She held it back. It wasn’t easy to trust—especially someone as much of a flibbertigibbet as Merc was, apparently.

“Come on,” Merc said. “If you’re in trouble, I’m in trouble too. Just call in sick. I’m pretty sure you’re a better actress than all the guys in the lab. And nobody will believe that anybody told you. So you’re in the clear.”

“Fine,” Della Rae said. The two of them changed course toward the student union, where they could make a raid on a desk phone and call the science building. Della Rae gave the big white building—complete with fake Greek or Roman half-columns built all along the façade—a glance to make sure that there was nobody standing out front. If one of the professors had stepped out for a smoke, the whole plan might be busted. Still might be busted if anyone was looking out a window.

But she had a feeling. Whatever was going to happen today, it wasn’t going to be about testing drugs on rodents. What it was going to be about was a mystery so far.

They found a phone and Della called in sick: the voice on the other end of the line, Professor Haugen, sounded drily amused, but not angry or unsympathetic.

“There must be something going around,” she said.

“I couldn’t say.”

“Well, take care of yourself and get better. I have a feeling we are really going to need some help around here tomorrow. We’ve called all the upper staff in for double shifts, and they’re bound to be exhausted. We could be working all night.”

“I understand,” Della said. And she did. Today was excused, but tomorrow had better see her ass on her usual gray metal stool and wearing a spotlessly clean white coat, goggles in place, hairnet on hair, and gloves on hands.

She hung up, and Merc said, “So you’re coming with me downtown?”

“I don’t know, am I?”

“Yes. We’re going to go to the train car for lunch.”

“The train car.” Della hadn’t spent much time in the small college town’s “downtown”; she was too busy most of the time, and she couldn’t imagine that there would be much of interest for her—or much in the way of welcome.

“It’s a restaurant. Unless you’re broke, and then we’ll eat at the cafeteria first.”

“What do they have?”

“They have…” Merc grinned at her, showing off her adorably off-key teeth, “…a cook who comes from Georgia. I think she makes the best tater tots in the universe, but you can probably get her to make whatever you want. You probably won’t even have to pay for it, she’ll be so pleased to have someone eat her cooking without complaining about all the weird vegetables she throws on the side.”

“Okra?”

“I don’t know. I just get the tater tots. She’s white, though.”

Della Rae’s shoulders sank a little. Oh well…still.

“Hot sauce?”

Merc waved her hand in front of her face. The sunlight was making her blue eyes squint; the girl needed a hat. “Yow,” she said. “It’s so spicy that I can’t eat it.”

“You had better not be lying to me.”

“I swear on my dead dog Spot’s grave.”

“Did you really have a dog named Spot?”

Honestly, it was like she was trying to make Della Rae disbelieve every word she said.

“Yes,” Merc said. The smile on her face was stretched just a little bit too tight. “Actually I did.”

· · ·

The train car was called Betty’s and it was an honest-to-God train car, sitting on a pair of rails chopped off at either end. There were wrought-iron steps up to the dining area, which consisted of a single counter with red naugahyde seats, and a green dinette top counter with chrome edging all around the sides.

Behind it was a white woman, presumably Betty, about five-foot-two in her shoes, with tight-set blue-white curls against her head and flesh that looked like it was packed in tight as a sausage. She was a woman marked for a heart attack. She took one look at Della Rae and went through a door. The car was divided in half the long by by an aluminum wall. She came back with a tall, pebble-textured red plastic glass filled with a dark-colored drink. The straw had the paper still left on the top.

Della Rae pulled it toward her, stripped off the paper, and drank.

“What’s that?” Merc said.

She nearly growled: “Keep your hands off my sweet tea.”

The woman behind the counter said, “Honey, I’m gonna feed you. You don’t have any choice in the matter.” In thuh mattuh.

Della Rae took a deep breath. “That would be just fine, ma’am.”

· · ·

After they ate, Merc took her around downtown—to a record shop that looked like it did a little marijuana business on the side, to a used bookstore in the basement of a clothing store, to the town library, to a coffee shop filled with all kinds of locally-made bric-a-brac, and finally to the thrift store. It was quite the afternoon.

As they were going through the clothes, Merc trying on every outlandish thing that caught her eye, Della spotted a young man walking through the men’s aisle. Had she seen him around before, in some of her classes? He was about medium height or maybe a little under, had broad shoulders that spoke to his lifting weights on a regular basis, with one of those faces that goes with shaking hands and kissing babies. She couldn’t remember his name.

He had a blank look on his face. Red eyes and nose, like he’d been crying. Probably hungover. She turned toward the racks of books to look at the beaten old paperbacks: she’d resisted at the used bookstore, where the books were priced in the two- to three-dollar range, but here at the thrift store, she was looking at the number 25¢ penciled inside the front covers and she was almost literally drooling.
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