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“I’m taking a swim.”

Hoping I sounded nonchalant, I stepped out of my shoes and pulled off my T-shirt, pleased to see I was browning nicely. The tan helped to hide my skinniness. I dropped my walking shorts, hooked my thumbs into my underwear, and eased them down very casually.

Naked as the day I came forth from the womb, I turned to look at Rory Wilder.

“You coming?” I asked.

“Aren’t you afraid someone is going to see you?” he asked, with a frown.

“Not really. Freddy and I used to come here all the time and go skinny-dipping. No one ever saw us.”

“Freddy?” he said with skepticism. “The one who moved to Atlanta with his family? The one who blew up frogs with firecrackers? That Freddy?”

I smiled.

“Well, if Freddy thinks it’s okay,” Rory said sarcastically.

I offered a casual, almost dismissive grin, feigning an indifference I did not feel as I turned and waded into the chilly water of an early September morning in rural Mississippi. I resisted the urge to glance over my shoulder. Rory would either follow or he wouldn’t, and I’d either have the chance to finally see Rory Wilder in all his naked wonderfulness—or I wouldn’t. I’d seen him in the showers at school, of course, but I wanted more than a quick glance. I wanted the whole enchilada. I wanted to take my time enjoying it, which either meant I was naturally curious or a little pervert, or perhaps a bit of both.

We’d just spent our second night in my small two-man pup tent on a Labor Day weekend fling before winter began to settle in and school got underway in earnest. We’d done lots of fishing, building fires to cook bass and crappie. We’d watched the stars come out, listened to forest noises, scared ourselves with talk of wild boars and bears and wandering mad men a la Deliverance. We’d argued over the merits of new country, which I couldn’t stand but Rory loved. He’d yet to meet a Luke Bryan song he didn’t immediately claim was the best thing since the invention of the iPhone.

At night we’d crawled into the tent and slept side by side.

In the dark, I listened to him breathe, listened as he shifted his weight around to get comfortable. I wanted to reach out and touch him. Heck, a lot more than that. I wanted to get naked and crawl into his sleeping bag and press my body against his. I wanted to make love to him. But I had never made love to a guy, didn’t know how. Had seen pictures of course; there was plenty of porn on the Internet. But I had never actually made out with a guy. Since Rory and I were only fifteen and juniors at Port Moss High School, it wasn’t like opportunities for sexual adventures threw themselves at me.

Rory and I had been best friends since the first day of eighth grade. We hung out at the mall, played games at the arcade, saw movies together, even had a few sleepovers that we never told anyone about for fear people would make fun of us. We didn’t call them sleepovers. They just happened. We got too involved in an Xbox game or something at my house, and then it would be two in the morning, and we’d camp out on the floor of my bedroom.

All very innocent.

Now it was Sunday, our last day.

I stood waist deep in the cool water and turned to look back at Rory.

Rory had shyly removed his shirt, revealing his pale chest with its strong, well-defined muscles.

“Come on, you big fat chicken,” I called.

“Aren’t there snakes in the water or something?”

“It’s too cold for them,” I said, which was probably a lie.

“I better not get bit, Billy Bob.”

“Nothing’s going to bother you, RoRo.”

Rory removed his shorts and underwear in one go, glanced at me somewhat sheepishly as his nakedness was revealed. Rory had a lanky swimmer’s body, his arms and legs thick with muscle. Blond hair hung in his eyes. His body was pale. His chest sloped down to a flat belly. His patch of blond pubic hair was hard to see, but that was not the case with the flesh that hung beneath it, which was, I thought, the most beautiful thing I’d seen in my entire life.

I trembled as I turned away and swam out into the deeper water. It was almost too cold for swimming—it was September, after all—but I didn’t care.

I had been casually naked around Rory many times. I pretended I wasn’t shy, went shirtless when we skateboarded or spent afternoons sitting in front of the television. When he spent the night at my house, I stripped down to my underwear and sat on the bed like it was the most natural thing in the world, like I didn’t mean a thing by it, as if I always slept in my underwear, like it was just some guy thing. I’d tell him I needed to take a shower, and I’d pull my underwear off then wander around nude, pretending to look for a towel. I’d come back from the shower and sit on the bed, the towel half on, half off, sometimes falling away—casually—to reveal my nakedness. As if all teenage guys acted that way. As if we were just buds.

Rory was far more modest; his mom was a heavy-duty Baptist. So was he, for that matter. He never said a word about my exhibitionist tendencies. He seemed to accept them as the normal course of affairs, although he was always afraid my parents would walk in on us, as though we had something to hide. My parents saw me in my underwear all the time—we weren’t the world’s shyest people, by any means—so I wasn’t sure what the big deal was. Rory had never invited me to stay overnight at his house because of his mother.

During the two years I had known him, we had never talked about sexuality. I had never been able to broach the subject. I wanted to, but the time never seemed right.

For his part, Rory had a girlfriend, Anna. They went to school dances together. He included her sometimes on our movie nights. At school Anna was always there, and we were a threesome of sorts. She hung out with us; that’s what she called it.

Yet when Anna wasn’t around, Rory didn’t mention her, didn’t seem to think of her much at all. He wasn’t obsessed with her the way guys are. He didn’t talk about her the way other guys talked about their girlfriends. He made no mention of her breasts, of scoring, of getting into her pants, of getting a blow job from her, popping her cherry, all the crude stuff guys said to other guys. I attributed this to his Christian upbringing, his sense of modesty.

Or was there another explanation? Was he, like me, hiding a secret?

He dove into the water and swam after me. I treaded water, waited for him to catch up, my erection thankfully easing.

“God, it’s cold!” he muttered, surfacing a few feet from me. “You must be crazy!”

“I love it! Puts hair on your balls.”

“My balls are going to freeze and fall off.”

“You’re such a wuss.”

I lunged for him, dunked him, swam away when he came after me.

I felt his hands on my waist, grabbing me from behind. I continued to swim, but halfheartedly, because I didn’t want to get away. He hugged me to his strong chest, putting his arms around my belly and pulling me down beneath the water. I allowed myself to be pulled under. I was smaller and thinner than he was, so it wasn’t hard for him to dominate.

He swam away, laughing.

I went after him, grabbed him by the shoulders, and threw my body on top to force him under the water.

He turned in the water, reached out to grab me. He pulled me into a bear hug, our chests pressed together. We sank underwater. I opened my eyes to look at him, to laugh at him. He held me tightly, grinning, twisting his body to keep me from surfacing.

He let go suddenly, swimming for the surface, out of air, and I watched his gloriously nude body drift above me before I followed. I surfaced next to him, took a huge gulp of air. I saw him push long hair away from his face. He opened his mouth, showing his beautiful white teeth and full reddish lips.

“Wanna swim to the other side?” I asked, glancing at the far bank about two hundred yards away.

“It’s too far,” he said.

“You’re just a chicken,” I said, taunting him.

“That’s better than being a damned fool, Billy Bob,” he replied easily.

“I’ll do anything once, RoRo,” I admitted.

“I know,” he said with a smile, as if that were something he liked about me. “This water is cold as crap.” He headed to the shore.

Reluctantly, I followed.

He swam in front of me, and I saw his pale butt cheeks surface as the morning sun fell upon them. He neared the bank and found his feet, wading through the water the rest of the distance, his skin pimpled with gooseflesh because it was cold. In waist-deep water, he turned to check on my progress.

Now that I’d gotten what I wanted—to see Rory Wilder naked—I felt stupid, didn’t know what to do next. I couldn’t go ashore because I had an erection that wouldn’t quit. I tried not to gape at him, but I couldn’t help myself. I had quite literally never seen anyone so beautiful, so jaw-dropping handsome. I was so in love with him, so horny for him, so crazy about him, but I don’t think he had the slightest clue. I felt like Anna with her crazed crush on Justin Bieber.

I was in love with Rory Wilder. Crazy in love. A Romeo and Juliet kind of love. I had been for two years but couldn’t bring myself to tell him, to risk our friendship, to risk the rejection and potential humiliation. But I needed to do something. Our junior year stretched out ahead of me like a long, endless night of darkness and pain and loneliness, and I needed to make a move. I needed to know how he felt, one way or the other. It was time to shit or get off the pot, as my dad said.

He walked to the shore. River water dripped off his pale body. When he reached the grass, he turned to look at me, and I marveled at the sight of him, standing there, framed by the green of pine trees behind him, naked, beautiful, strong, altogether glorious.

I waded slowly, and when I reached the shallow water, I kept going, despite my erection.

I saw his eyes flick down to it, then back up to mine.

“Swimming makes me horny,” I said in what I hoped sounded like a casual, uncaring tone of voice.

He turned away, bent down to retrieve his underwear and shorts.

“Let’s dry off in the sun,” I suggested, not wanting the moment to end.

“Someone’s going to see us.”

His face was flushed, and he was trembling from the cold. He stepped into his underwear and hiked them up, but not before I noticed the secret he was trying to hide: he had an erection, too.

Feeling suddenly bold, I put my hand on his arm as I stood in front of him.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“I’m not a frikkin’ pervert,” he said, refusing to look at me.

“Oh,” I said.

Then I said no more, suddenly embarrassed.

Hugely embarrassed.

I turned away.

Way to go, idiot!

“Is that why you brought me out here?” he demanded. “So you could rape me?”

I glanced over my shoulder at him and frowned.

“I thought I was your friend,” he added angrily.

“You are my friend,” I said, mystified.

“But if I don’t suck your dick, you won’t have any use for me anymore? Is that it? I gotta suck your dick to make you happy?”

“What are you talking about?”

“Isn’t that how you faggots are?”

“What the hell, Rory?”

He glanced away from me, a grimace on his face, yet his eyes slowly wandered back to me. I could tell he was looking at me, at my body, at my nudity. I could just tell. His lips were saying one thing, his eyes quite another.

“Why did you bring me here?” he asked.

“I wanted us to...be together.”

“Together...like a couple of fags?”

“I wish you’d stop using that word.”

“That’s what you are, isn’t it?” he asked aggressively as he advanced on me. He pushed roughly on my chest, knocked me down. I fell backward, looked up at him in surprise. He was bigger than I was, stronger, much more physical.

“I’m sorry,” I said, not knowing what else to say.

“Keep your hands off me!” he exclaimed.

He turned away, his face red with anger.

I scrambled to put my clothes on, feeling bewildered and rather frightened.

Rory sat down on the riverbank, put his face in his hands. I could tell by the hitch in his shoulders that he was crying. Slowly I went over to him. For a long time, I stood there. Then I crouched down, put my hand on his knee.

“Don’t touch me!” he exclaimed, swatting my hand away.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“I can’t stand it when people touch me! What’s it to you?”

“You’re my friend.”

“Yeah, right.”

“Why are you crying?”

“It’s none of your goddamn business. Just go away, you fucking fag boy.”

“I know you don’t mean that,” I said.

He refused to look at me.

I sat next to him, put my arm gently over his shoulder. At first, he flinched away from me, but then he relaxed.

“What’s going on?” I asked quietly.

I had never seen Rory Wilder act like this. He could be moody sometimes, certainly, but not like this.

“You must think I’m crazy,” he said softly through his tears.

“I don’t think you’re crazy.”

“Why did you trick me?” he asked, turning his face to look at me.

“Trick you?”

“I thought you wanted to go swimming. I didn’t know you wanted to have sex.”

“I don’t want to have sex,” I said.

“I saw you. I saw your...”

“I wanted to tell you...I wanted to find a way...I wanted...it was stupid. Okay. I know that. I’m sorry. I was trying to...trying to tell you...”

“Tell me what?”

I withdrew my arm, unsure of how he would react.

“I’m gay, Rory. Don’t you know that?”

“Of course I know that!”

“We never talk about it.”

“Doesn’t mean you have to rape me!”

“No one’s going to rape you! What the hell’s wrong with you? Why do you keep saying that?”

“I thought we were friends,” he said in a wounded voice. “Real friends.”

“We are.”

“Is that how you treat your friends?”

I shook my head in frustration. I had no clue what he was so mad about.

“I thought you liked me,” he said. “Me. I thought you wanted to be friends with me. Not just have sex with me.”

“I do want to be friends with you,” I said, confused.

“You’re just like Max.”

“Your mom’s old boyfriend? The one who stole her car and left?”

He nodded.

“You think I’m just like him?” I asked, surprised. From what little I could get Rory to tell me about him, Max was an abusive drunk, and it was a good thing he had left.

“He used to come into my room at night,” Rory said quietly.

“And?”

“What do you think? He said he wanted to be my friend. I’d wake up at night and find him pulling my pants down. That’s what kind of friend he wanted to be. And you’re just like him.”

“That’s a bunch of bullcrap,” I said, offended. “I’m your real friend, Ro. I’d never do anything to hurt you. And I’d never make you do anything you didn’t want to do. Besides, you’re bigger than I am. It’s not like I could force you to do anything you didn’t want to do.”

“I’d knock your fucking teeth in,” he said.

“I know you would, and you should. But what has that got to do with anything?”

“Pull some shit on me and you’ll see,” he said.

“I don’t get it,” I confessed, starting to get angry. “I like you. A lot. Maybe too much. If you’re not gay and you don’t like me that way, fine, we won’t ever talk about it again. I just wanted to know how you felt about me. Is that so wrong?”

“You just wanted me to suck you off,” he said dismissively.

“No, I didn’t,” I said. “I just wanted you to know that I love you.”

“You...love me?”

“Yes,” I said. “I have since the first day I met you back in the eighth grade.”

“Why?” He seemed genuinely surprised.

“Because you’re handsome,” I said. “You’re smart. You’re kind. You’re a nice guy. You make me happy.”

“But I’m not handsome,” he said. “I’m not any of those things.”

“You are too.”

“You’re just saying that.”

“Whatever.”

“I’m a stupid idiot. Max always told me that, and he was right. No wonder my mom can’t stand to have me around.”

“You’re not a stupid idiot.”

“It doesn’t matter, because there’s no way two fags can love each other,” he offered. “They’re like a couple of dogs in heat, that’s all.”

“That’s charming,” I said.

“It’s true.”

“According to whom?”

“Brother John.”

“Don’t start in with wisdom from Brother John. I can’t stand that bastard.”

“He’s my Sunday school teacher.”

“He’s full of shit.”

We were silent for a long minute.

“I’m sorry if I upset you,” I said. “I was stupid to do that. I should have just told you, but I wanted to see you...well, I wanted to see you naked. I couldn’t help it.”

“Why would you want to see me naked?”

“Because you’re beautiful.”

“Beautiful?”

“Yes.”

“Oh, please,” he said dismissively.

“The heart wants what it wants,” I said.

“You’re beautiful,” he said stiffly, as if the words were hard for him to say. “Not me. All the girls think you’re—”

“I don’t care what the girls think. What do you think?”

He looked at me for long moments. He seemed lost, afraid, uncertain.

“Why would someone like you want to be with someone like me?” he asked very quietly.

“Have you looked in the mirror lately, Row Row Row Your Boat? Hasn’t anyone ever told you what a good-looking guy you are? And not only that, but you’re a good guy. A good friend. A nice young man, like my mom would say. She likes you a lot, you know.”

“She’s just being nice.”

“No, she’s just being honest. She wouldn’t tell me she liked you if she didn’t. Don’t you know how to take a compliment?”

“But why would you want to be with someone like me?” he asked again.

“Why did Romeo fall in love with Juliet? Who the hell knows, Ro? It is what it is. So, what are you going to do about it?”

“I don’t know,” he admitted.

I put my hand on his knee. He didn’t flinch away from me. In fact, he put his hand on top of mine.

“You must think I’m really stupid,” he said. “I saw your...thing...and I just got scared. All I could think of was Max and the way he used to come into my room.”

“Why didn’t you tell me about that?”

“It’s embarrassing,” he said.

“You didn’t do anything wrong.”

“Yes, I did.”

“What do you mean?”

“He always told me if I didn’t do what he wanted, he’d leave my mom—and she loved him. She loved him a lot. So, I did what he wanted. He wasn’t forcing me. And anyway, we would have lost the house if it wasn’t for him.”

“He blackmailed you?”

“I was just trying to help my mom.”

“That’s fucked up.”

“I knew you wouldn’t understand.”

“How old were you when he started doing this?”

“It started when I was eight.”

“You were eight years old?” I asked in disbelief.

He shrugged.

“And you did it because you were trying to help your mom? And you don’t see how fucked up that is?”

“What else was I supposed to do?” he asked.

“Look,” I said, holding his hand tightly, “I’m not Max. You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to do with me. I would never hurt you like that. Do you believe me?”

“I guess.”

“Sometimes I get a hard-on when I look at you,” I added. “Is that all right? If it’s not, I’ll try not to. Can’t promise you anything. Seems like I get a frikkin’ hard-on every time I turn around. I could look at a tomato plant and get hard as a rock.”

I could see him try to smile. Try, but not succeed. A terrible sort of heaviness had fallen over him, a darkness full of painful secrets. All I’d wanted to do was make out, or cop a feel, or at least look at his penis for a while and try to memorize it, but...

“I’m sorry,” he said softly.

“For what?”

“Every time you try to be my friend, I fuck it up.”

“That’s not true,” I said. Well, actually, it was true, but we always figured things out and moved on. Rory was nothing if not complicated, which was one of the things I liked about him. And hated too, I guess.

“There’s just so much about me you don’t know,” he said.

“Then tell me about it,” I said.

“I can’t.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know.”

He stood, went to the edge of the river, and scouted about for smooth, flat rocks, which he began to skim across the surface of the river.

He was clamming up now.

Conversation over.

Well, I thought, at least I had a chance to see his beautiful body.

It was a start.

* * * *
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Chapter 2
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“Billy!” Rory exclaimed suddenly.

I sat, alarmed by the tone of his voice.

It was now about noon, and we had been hanging out, watching the water go by, talking, laughing, enjoying our Sunday, dreading the trek back into town and the return to normal life. I had lain back, feeling happy and strangely peaceful, thinking about the future, about Rory, about being his boyfriend, about going all the way. There was no doubt in my mind we were going to go all the way. But when? That was the problem. We’d taken a step in the right direction, or at least had gotten it out in the open. If it could be said there was something in life that I actually wanted, some goal, some purpose, it was to go all the way. But it had to be with someone special. I was sentimental like that. It had to be with someone I could love. Someone like Rory.

Rory stood and looked downriver.

I saw a boat drifting with the current, coming around the bend, heading our way.

“Someone’s coming,” I said.

The boat was about a hundred yards away, and there was someone in it, but the boat was too far away to see who it was. The boat was drifting. The person in the boat appeared to be slumped over.

Something didn’t look right.

“Looks like he had a heart attack or something,” Rory said, shading his eyes to get a better look. “We should try to help him.”

“I’ll go,” I said, immediately pulling off my T-shirt.

“I can do it,” he said.

“I’m a better swimmer than you are,” I pointed out.

“And I’m a lot stronger than you are,” he replied, removing his shoes.

“Just stay here,” I said, wading into the water. “It might be dangerous. He might have a gun or something. Besides, I’m on the swim team, not you. You’re not a very good swimmer.”

“I’m going with you,” he said decisively, wading in after me. “We’re in it to win it, Billy Bob,” he said, quoting one of our favorite slogans.

“Don’t call me Billy Bob, Row Row Row Your Boat,” I said.

I dove into the water.

If the man in the boat had a gun, he did not appear to be in any condition to use it. He did not appear to be in any condition to do much of anything at all. There was someone else in the boat too, I saw as it neared.

“It’s a girl,” Rory called as we swam closer. “Can you see her?”

“A little bit,” I said.

All I saw was a shock of long dark hair. The girl was slumped to the side.

The boat had a spotlight fixed to the side, the sort used by night fishermen to lure shy catfish.

I got to the boat first and reached up to grab the top edge. It was a rowboat, very small, and I was careful not to pull down lest I capsize it.

Flies buzzed around the boat, and there was a faint smell, like that of a dead animal, wafting from it.

An older man sat on the rear seat, slumped forward, bent at the waist, his face down so I couldn’t see it. He was obviously dead. So was the girl sitting in the front, a fishing pole still clutched in her hands. She had slumped over sideways in the seat, her long brown hair thrown to the side. Her eyes and mouth were open.

Flies had found both.

“They’re dead,” I called to Rory, who came alongside me and grabbed for the boat.

He rocked it dangerously, and the man’s body shifted. It continued to lean forward, as if carried by the momentum of the sudden rocking, then fell forward to the floor of the boat where it landed with a silent thud. Then there was a hiss as gas suddenly escaped his body.

“Oh, Jesus,” Rory exclaimed. He let go of the boat and paddled away.

“I’ll bring the boat in,” I said.

I grasped the side of the boat and began to kick with my feet, aiming it toward the riverbank. It wasn’t difficult, but the boat was bulky and cumbersome. The smell wafting off the boat assaulted me like a physical thing, and the sound of buzzing flies was loud. Too loud, it seemed. It only took a couple of minutes to get close enough to the shore so that I could touch the riverbed and start walking.

Rory hurried to the shore, then stood there watching me, frowning deeply.

I pulled the boat into the shallow water until it ran aground. I pulled it farther, putting my back into it so that it didn’t float off, before backing away from the smell so I could take a better look.

The sight of the man and the girl was sad. There was no indication that any violence had been done. They seemed to have simply slumped where they sat and...died. The girl had fallen to the right, her hair splayed out. The man had slumped forward and had now fallen on his face.

A plastic cupful of what had undoubtedly been night crawlers offered another stink of death smell. The dirt had dried; the worms had died in the hot sun. Hanging from the side of the boat was a stringer with two catfish attached to it. They were still alive and flopped about unhappily, if not a little listlessly.

“What the fuck?” Rory asked quietly.

It was not his habit to curse. He only did so when he was upset or scared.

So was I.

“I don’t know,” I said, glancing at him.

He was paler, his lips redder but his face ashen.

“They died,” I said rather unnecessarily.

“I can see that,” he snapped. “But why?”

I shook my head.

“We have to tell someone, get help,” he said.

I edged closer to the boat, grasped it, pulled it farther up onto the shore. In doing so, I upset the bodies further. The man rolled to his side, and the girl’s head swung to the left.

Flies flew about angrily, greedily.

“Jesus!” Rory exclaimed, backing away, his face drawn.

“I need to tie the boat up,” I said. “We could use the rope off the tent.”

Rory quickly pulled up the tent pegs and freed the rope. He tossed it to me, kept his distance.

I tied off the boat to a tree trunk as he fished out his cell phone, turned it on and tried to call his mom.

“She doesn’t answer,” he said worriedly.

“Try 911,” I suggested.

He punched in the number, put the phone expectantly to his ear. After half a minute he began to shake his head. “They’re not answering either,” he said, the tone of his voice incredulous.

I put on my shirt, laced up my hiking boots.

“Why don’t they answer?” he asked after a long minute had gone by.

“Let’s pack our stuff and go,” I said. “We’ll stop by the police department. It’s right on our way when we get into town.”

“But why don’t they answer?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “The police will deal with it. Anyway, they’re both dead, so it’s not like it’s an emergency.”

“I know that girl,” he said in a strange whisper.

“You do?”

“I think she goes to Calvary Baptist in Tupelo. She’s in the youth group. Sometimes I go over there on Wednesday nights.”

“Oh,” I said.

He seemed reluctant to leave, to take his eyes away from the bodies.

“Come on,” I said. “Let’s get help.”

He licked his lips nervously.

“All right,” he said at last, looking at his phone. “But this is weird.”

“What’s weird?”

“I don’t have any new Facebook updates.”

“It’s hard to get a signal out here.”

“We had no problem yesterday.”

“Well, come on. Let’s get the police.”

* * * *
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Chapter 3
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Rory and I scrambled along a riverbank dense with foliage and brush, and the bridge loomed before us suddenly. We clambered up, got on the tracks, hurried our steps. There was no point in hurrying, but for some reason we felt a sense of urgency. Rory kept trying his phone, then asked for mine.

No luck.

All his calls went unanswered, not only to his mom and 911, but his little brother, Michael, the police department, our friends like Anna. He even tried calling his pastor.

Of course, having been away from civilization since Friday, our phones were almost dead, even though we had switched them off most of the time.

“Why doesn’t anyone answer?” he asked, a twinge of hysteria in his voice.

I said nothing.

“My battery’s almost dead,” he said.

I tried my own phone. I called my mom at home, my dad at the elementary school—he was the principal, and sometimes he worked on the weekends, especially when school was just getting started up again. I called my little brother, Hank, who was twelve. I would have called my little sister Beth too, but she was too young to have a phone.

No one answered.

When my little brother didn’t answer his precious phone, something was obviously wrong.

“What’s going on?” Rory asked worriedly.

“You sound scared,” I said.

“It’s just weird,” he said defensively.

“I’m sure there’s some explanation.”

“But what?”

“Man, how would I know?”

“Aren’t you worried?”

“I’m not a worrywart like you,” I said. “It is what it is, man. That’s all.”

“But why don’t they answer?”

I shrugged.

Rory was obsessive at times, especially when he got his back up or got something into his mind. He wouldn’t let it rest until he had found his answer or was satisfied.

“Come on,” I said, nodding at the tracks. “We’d better hurry.”

* * * *
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Chapter 4
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Port Moss, Mississippi, is a very small town. It has an elementary school, a small high school, police department, post office, tiny library, a Piggly Wiggly, Wild Bill’s Gas, not much more. The strip on Main Street is two blocks long and has antique shops, a karate studio, a couple of insurance places, an office for two lawyers. Dairy Kream sits at the end of the strip like an exclamation point—or the point of no return, as Rory and I call it.

Running through Port Moss is a railway line. There’s an abandoned platform from the days when folks used to board the train and ride. Now the train passes us by because it has no reason to stop.

We followed the tracks into town. Even from a distance, it seemed unusually quiet, abandoned almost.

“Maybe it’s the holiday,” I suggested. “Lots of people go away for the weekend. Last long weekend of summer and all of that.”

“I don’t know,” Rory said, fear in his voice.

We could see the Dairy Kream in the distance, but there were no cars in the lot beside it. That was incredible. No kids sitting on the picnic tables outside, enjoying the summer before it gave way to winter? Way too wrong. Getting those last final trips in to Dairy Kream was a tradition.

Main Street also looked deserted.

On the far side of town was the highway that led to Tupelo, Memphis, places beyond. There were no cars on it, no sounds of truck engines, the rip and roar of Harleys, choppers, trucks.

“Port Moss is dead,” Rory said. “But not this dead.”

He again fished out his phone and called his mother.

“She’s not answering,” he said angrily, putting the phone away. “Why isn’t she answering me, Billy?”

“I don’t know.”

When we got to Dairy Kream, we saw that it wasn’t even open. The order window was boarded up. Sue Ellen’s car wasn’t in the slot beside the stand like it usually was. Sue Ellen was the owner. Just about every kid in Port Moss knew her, had worked for her at one point doing a summer job. I’d worked for her myself the year before.

We walked in silence past Dairy Kream and onto the beginning of the sidewalk that led through the strip of downtown shops and offices.

This being Sunday, they were all closed.

“Joe’s Burgers is closed,” Rory observed as we walked by and peered through the cafe’s glass windows. “I thought he was open on Sunday.”

“Me too,” I said.

Lots of times my dad insisted on stopping at Joe’s on Sundays for hamburgers and fries.

Unconsciously we hurried, our footsteps echoing on the concrete of the sidewalks, sounding loud and harsh. The end of the strip was bisected by Jones Road, which led to the highway if you turned to the right, or into the rest of Port Moss if you turned left. The fire station was immediately to the left. Next to that was the police department.

The door to the police station was locked, and there was no one about. Chief Irwin’s car sat out front. His was the only cruiser that had Chief of Police written across the side, and he was the only one who ever drove that car. Why would his car be outside but not him?

I tried the door again, frustrated.

It was locked.

We looked through the windows, couldn’t see much beyond the large reception desk that blocked entrance to the rest of the station behind it.

“Billy, what’s going on?” Rory asked me, sounding fearful.

Rory was not good in a crisis. Got a little too freaked out a little too easily. He was great fun at horror movies, because he was scared to death and couldn’t help himself. But that was carefully staged freaking out, and he handled it because he knew it would have a happy ending. This was something else.

“I gotta get home,” he said, striking off down Jones Road, heading into the residential area.

His house was on Mill Street. Mine was three blocks farther down on Starlight.

He began to run, and I ran by his side, intending to go to his house with him.

I was freaking out myself. A little, mind you, but still.

There was no one on the roads. Not one car drove by. Not one kid played on a swing in a front yard or drove by on a bike or rolled down the smooth pavement on a skateboard. No one raked up grass clippings or piled mulch on dying flowerbeds to prepare them for next year. None of the coming and going and doing that normally happened on a Sunday in early fall.

Port Moss was deserted.

Deserted but not silent. Dogs howled and fussed. Most of this was muted, the cries and complaints coming from behind closed doors and windows or distant backyards.

Still...

Rory said nothing as he ran down Jones Road and veered on Mill, sprinting the last two blocks to his house, which was set back from the road and surrounded by a not very carefully tended lawn. He ran to the rear of the house and grabbed for the door, found it locked.

He looked at me with a frown.

His mom’s car was in the drive.

“Why the hell is the door locked?” he asked, digging around in his backpack for his house keys. “She never locks the door during the day!”

I said nothing.

I had a strange, terrible feeling in my chest. A feeling that we would go inside and find...

I couldn’t finish that thought.

I had pretended not to notice, but there was a smell in the air that was not normal. It was the smell of age, of decay, of things left to rot and decompose. The smell of death. I thought maybe it was from the people in the boat—maybe the scent had lingered in my nose.

I don’t think Rory noticed.

His hands shook as he put his key in the lock and opened the door.

He dropped his backpack on the floor and hurried inside.

“Mama?” he cried out. “Mikey?”

I went after him.

The smell of death inside the house was unmistakable.

The next-door neighbor’s dog, chained up in their backyard, barked endlessly.

The television in the living room was on, an Xbox game on the screen but grayed out. Rory’s little brother was on the floor in front of the screen, slumped over.

“Mikey!” Rory yelled, panicked, racing into the living room and crouching down over his brother.

I came in behind him, watched.

He rolled Michael’s body over.

Michael was dead. The controller to the Xbox was still clutched in his small hands. He wore pajamas. Had soiled himself, an embarrassing detail I wished I hadn’t noticed.

“Mikey?” Rory cried out in disbelief. “Wake up! Mikey! Damn it!”

He shook Michael by the shoulders.

No response.

He looked up to me, eyes frantic with fear.

“Billy, what the fuck?” he demanded. “Why the...oh my God! Jesus! What the fuck is going on?”

He shook Michael violently, all but lifting his brother’s shoulders from the carpet and slamming him back down in his efforts to make Michael wake up.

“Take it easy,” I said, putting a hand on his shoulder and trying to pull him away.

Michael, who looked peaceful, did not respond to any of these attentions. A small sliver of blood had fallen from the corner of his lips and dripped down his chin.

Rory burst into sudden tears.

“Oh my God,” he kept repeating, hugging his arms to his chest and rocking back and forth.

Then he suddenly got to his feet and hurried to his mother’s room. When I heard him cry out, I reluctantly followed. His mother lay on her bed, flat on her back, staring up at the ceiling, her eyes and mouth open.

She was dead, too.

* * * *
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Chapter 5
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As the sun went down that first day—we call it Black Sunday now—we sat on the front steps at my house, too overwhelmed for words.

My mom and dad were dead. So were Hank and Beth, my little brother and sister. So was everyone, in fact, from what we could tell by looking into house windows of neighbors and friends. Dead, like the man and the girl in the boat.

Something had happened while we were gone. What, we did not know, could not know. But something had happened. Something terrible. Unprecedented. A government test, a virus gone haywire, the frikkin’ Apocalypse—who could say?

We spent the afternoon searching the Internet for news, trying to find a cable channel that was still on the air or a radio station or anything to show that we weren’t alone in the world, but ridiculous as it was, we found nothing. None of the websites we looked at had been updated since Friday evening. Radio offered static, except for one station out of Pontotoc that was on some sort of computer-generated playlist. None of the news channels on cable worked—they were nothing but a wall of blue screens of death, as if they had suddenly gone off the air or just stopped broadcasting or...something. Rory had received no new e-mail since Friday when we’d left. His Facebook page had no updates. His Twitter account had no new tweets. Neither did mine.

The unreality of it washed through me, and I could only sit there and shake my head from side to side in disbelief. There was no way to make sense of it. It was nonsensical, quite literally beyond belief.

“Something must be wrong with the Internet,” I said, taking another stab at an explanation.

Dogs howled, yapped, and moaned from all across the town.

“I wish they’d shut up,” Rory said angrily.

“They probably haven’t been fed,” I said.

“They’re driving me crazy.”

“The Internet must be down,” I said.

Rory, who clutched his Bible tightly, was a ball of nerves and unhappiness.

“There must be some explanation,” I said.

He punched at the keypad on his phone, dialing 911 again. Or the police station. Or the sheriff’s office. He had gone obsessively through his address book that day, calling anyone and everything, trying to make contact with someone.

He held the phone to his ear, his hand trembling. He bit anxiously at his lip, waiting for someone to pick up.

“Oh shit!” he exclaimed suddenly, throwing the phone into the front yard and burying his face in his hands.

I put my arm around him.

He shrugged off my arm, stood, looked around wildly as if he meant to run somewhere but couldn’t decide where.

“Come on,” I said, urging him to sit back down.

“We can’t just sit here!” he snapped.

“What are we going to do?” I asked, standing to face him.

“We can’t just sit here like idiots on a log!”

“What do you suggest, Rory?”

He continued to look around, his eyes darting from house to house, car to car, up and down the street.

He didn’t know.

I didn’t know.

“I must be dreaming all of this,” he said quietly. “I must be...this can’t be happening. This isn’t happening. This is...crazy. I’m crazy.”

“Then so am I,” I said.

He ignored me.

His eyes continued to dart about.

He strode off the porch and down the sidewalk.
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